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This study investigates how a middle school principal influences literacy instruction.  
This qualitative, instrumental case study uses Nicholls’s (1987) meta, macro, and micro levels of 
leadership as a lens to house the large field of educational leadership into a framework that is 
merged with Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) and other literacy leadership research 
(Conley, 1989; Hall, Burns & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Marks & Printy, 
2003) to analyze how the principal’s leadership influences literacy instruction.  
The findings suggest that the principal worked mostly within the macro levels of 
leadership, and the principal used instructional, distributive, cultural, and human resource 
leadership. The findings are similar to the integrated leadership approach emphasized in literacy 
leadership, but have additional references to cultural and human resource leadership (Marks and 
Printy, 2003). There was evidence of planning in regards to literacy instruction with specific 
strategies employed and structures created school-wide to create a culture around literacy 
strategies and literate practices. Examples of the structures created were a literacy block, 
professional development, and an instructional leadership team who focused on collaborative 
planning. There is evidence of teacher leadership and empowerment, as reported by the 
principal’s instructional leadership team and teacher participants, who stated that the principal 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
Background 
  There are over 100,000 people employed as principals in the United States. Each has to 
be able to manage not only the day-to-day, managerial tasks of running a school, but they are 
also responsible for student growth, proficiency, and tailoring a school culture (Lynch, 2012). 
The principal must be a manager and a leader; they have to encompass all areas of leadership 
including micro, macro, and meta levels of leadership (Nicholls, 1987). Throughout the history 
of the principalship, the role of the principal has been the most dynamic, changing, and complex 
in education (Rousmaniere, 2013). The original role of the principal was a lead teacher that 
focused on instruction; however, over time the role changed to an administrative capacity where 
the principal was more connected with managing and less connected with student learning. Now 
a principal is responsible for being an instructional leader in addition to all the other 
administrative capacities already expected. Superintendents value a variety of characteristics 
when hiring new principals. Among these characteristics are instructional, cultural, and 
administrative skills. However, instructional leadership, people person skills, and ethical 
leadership capacities are described as most important (Yusof, N., et al, 2011).  
Principals are expected to know that instruction is vital to student success. Literacy 
instruction is one area that is vital to student success and has lasting impacts well beyond middle 
school. The Alliance for Excellent Education reports that “as many as 8 million fourth through 
twelfth graders struggle to read at grade level” (Biancarosa & Snow, 2006, p. 3). In May 2016, 






performance on the NAEP assessments of 17 year olds has remained relatively flat overall” (p. 
2). From the January 2017 U.S. Department of Education on the Implementation of Title I and 
Title IIA Initiatives, all subgroups have remained relatively flat or showed little increase in 
fourth, eighth, and twelfth grade NAEP reading scores, except the subgroup ELL (English 
Language Learners), who have actually decreased at eighth and twelfth grades (Troppe et al, 
2017). It is also estimated that businesses spend as much as 3 billion to provide basic writing and 
reading classes to their employees (College Board, 2004). Strickland and Alvermann (2004) 
reported that “close to 50% of all incoming ninth graders…cannot comprehend the texts that 
their teachers expect them to read” (p.3).  
Knowing that the principal’s job is very dynamic and influences the quality of instruction 
and that literacy skills are important for student success, this study investigates how a principal 
influences literacy instruction in a middle school. This study provides insight to aspiring and 
practicing principals as well as contributes to the field of educational leadership and its influence 
on literacy instruction.   
Statement of Problem 
There is an abundance of research into principal’s literacy leadership in an elementary 
school, but there is little research into the area of principal’s leadership for literacy instruction in 
middle schools. Studies indicate that reading and literacy instruction often decline when students 
reach the middle school setting (Snow, 2002). Often the focus becomes centered on the content 
of the subject and not on how to maneuver text(s) or reading in content areas. This study 
specifically examines a middle school principal, Mr. Stone, who focuses on literacy. It portrays a 
portrait of how this particular principal’s leadership influences literacy instruction. Since literacy 






study gives valuable perspective into how principal preparation programs can prepare aspiring 
and practicing principals.  
Content area literacy is vital to any middle school literacy instruction since the structure 
of a middle school is organized by content areas, such as math, social studies, health, science, 
etc. Literacy instruction is as much about learning how to decipher how to read a text as it is 
about comprehending the message of a reading passage. This means that students must 
understand the structures of a text in order to interpret and understand the text. Literacy 
instruction in middle school teaches students how to access that information by purposefully and 
explicitly teaching specific text features or strategies that enable students to understand passages 
aligned to that content area (Conley, 1989; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Hall, Burns & 
Edwards, 2011; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012). Any teacher in the middle school 
building can and will have to deliver literacy strategies in the classroom regardless of their 
content area. Teachers are expected by the evaluation instrument used in North Carolina, the 
North Carolina Educator Evaluation System (NCEES), to deliver a wide variety of literacy 
strategies regardless of their content area. 
This study presents possible opportunities for a middle school principal to close or 
minimize achievement gaps. Across the nation, achievement gaps are visible not only between 
different racial subgroups, but also between students from low socioeconomic and high 
socioeconomic status. There is a large achievement gap between students of color, particularly 
African American students and white students (Wood and Burz, 2013). This gap is in overall 
proficiency as well as in reading scores. To close the achievement gaps in these subgroups, 






linguistically responsive to students’ needs (Strickland & Alvermann, 2004; Hall, Burns, & 
Edwards, 2011).  
Aside from minimizing the achievement gap in their schools, and providing valuable 
missing research information for middle school principals, the most impactful finding this study 
provides is how principal leadership might influence teacher instruction in literacy based on this 
one case. Research indicates that principals do not have a direct impact on student achievement, 
however, principals do have a direct impact on the effectiveness of the instruction that teachers 
deliver (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006). A principal and her or his leadership is second only to the 
teacher’s instruction where student learning and achievement are concerned (Leithwood, et al, 
2004, p. 5). Robinson (2011) establishes that “leading teacher learning and development” and 
“establishing goals and expectations” had the largest effect size on student outcomes than any 
other factor (p. 9).  
The single most important factor, based on prior studies, to student’s success is the 
quality of the instruction they receive from the teacher. In a study by Whalstrom (2012), it 
revealed that principals often use “two complimentary behaviors to influence instruction”, [1] a 
focus on building or setting the tone for the school culture, and [2] they take action into 
developing conversations about individual teacher growth (p. 68-69). The study revealed that 
most often the level of engagement on individual teacher growth was much lower at secondary 
level than at the primary level. The study also indicated that secondary school teachers very 
seldom reported that principals delivered hands-on instructional leadership when compared to 
elementary school principals, who did deliver hands-on, engaging instructional leadership in the 






This study provides relevant case-based data for schools of educational leadership in 
training future or current principals in middle schools in not only literacy instruction, but also 
leadership practices as well. While this may be just one case, at one time, at one particular 
middle school, it provides valuable insight on the implication of principal leadership and a 
literacy framework and lens for literacy leadership.  
This study provides information in three vital areas: [1] where there are gaps in the 
available research between elementary and middle school research, [2] perspective on how 
principal leadership influences literacy instruction, and [4] how schools of education or other 
leadership programs can train or coach practicing or aspiring principals to build a school culture 
around literacy strategies and literate practices. This case study provides an account on how this 
principal influences literacy instruction. It provides information on an example of a specific case 
where a principal focuses on literacy instruction in a middle school. In this way, the case is 
limited to this particular middle school and principal; however, it provides valuable information 
on principal leadership for literacy instruction that can be applied in similar situations.  
Research Questions 
This case study investigates how a principal’s leadership influences literacy instruction. 
The main research question that is addressed is: How does a principal’s leadership influence 
literacy instruction in a middle school setting? Other research questions that are related to the 
main question that are also addressed in minor ways are: How is this literacy leadership and the 
principal’s leadership decisions interpreted and perceived by teachers? How does the principal’s 








Theoretical and Methodological Framework 
Using grounded methodology, this case study merges Nicholls (1987) organization of 
meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership and Conley, (1989); Marks and Printy, (2003); Irvin, 
Meltzer, and Duke, (2007); Hall, Burns, and Edwards, (2011), and Dowell, Bickmore, and 
Hoewing (2012) literacy leadership. Based on the findings and research, this study proposes an 
emerging framework and lens that is similar to and builds upon research in literacy leadership. 
Grounded methodology means that analysis will be derived from the data that is collected in this 
study. This grounded approach is based on social constructivist notions that all meaning is 
situated within the context of that social and cultural system (Fletcher, 2011; Clarke, 2005). For 
this study, grounded theory is used as “a methodology for developing theory that is ‘grounded’ 
within the data” (Glesne, 2011, p. 21).  
This study examines one middle school, Red Laurel Middle School in North Carolina. It 
began with a principal pre-screening interview to select the principal and school site. The 
principal pre-screening interview was used to determine whether or not the principal and site was 
a good choice for this study. Then, a teacher survey was used to select four teachers in the 
building. Principal interviews, teacher interviews, observations of the teachers and principal, and 
documents were collected. Analysis was conducted to find patterns as they align to the micro, 
macro, and meta levels of leadership and literacy frameworks for leadership were examined in 
the literature review. Micro, macro, and meta levels of leadership were selected with the 
purposeful intent to house a large body of educational leadership research in such a way that it 
was not only encompassing of the research, but also still relatable and practical to principals. The 






empirical and theoretical research from educational leadership to converge an emerging 
framework.  
To gauge how the principal, Mr. Stone, influenced literacy instruction, I created a 
framework for understanding what was happening at this middle school by combining Nicholls 
(1987) lens on educational leadership with the research from Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing 
(2012) and others who provide a frameworks for literacy leadership. Dowell, Bickmore, and 
Hoewing (2012) conducted an empirical study where they collected feedback from interviews 
and surveys from experts and leaders in literacy on what is needed to create an effective literacy 
program in schools. Their research indicated that there were five areas of a successful literacy 
program in schools: [1] content knowledge, [2] knowledge of best practices spanning 
developmental age ranges and content areas, [3] providing school structure to support literacy, 
[4] literacy environment and management systems, and [5] developing a literacy mission and 
monitoring and evaluation of literacy instruction (p. 12). This framework along with other 
research on literacy leadership for a successful program in literacy was used to guide the 
analysis. These elements are merged with the meta, macro, and micro levels of educational 
leadership described in the literature review to provide a focus on the data and a rich description 
of the principal’s leadership.    
In the beginning of this study it was predicted, based on the literature, that Mr. Stone 
would be a leader who would not only be engaged in sound instructional leadership, but also 
strong transformational and cultural leader who focused on transformational leadership. It was 
also predicted that Mr. Stone would use all the elements of the literacy framework provided by 
Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) in fairly proportional ways to the findings in that study. 






leadership, and much more evidence of instructional, distributive, cultural, and human resource 
leaderships. The findings did show that Mr. Stone does use distributive leadership in more ways 
than was originally predicted. There is also a large amount of evidence in the areas of cultural 
and human resource leadership. There was also evidence of all elements from the literacy 
framework; however, there was more evidence of structures and materials to support literacy 
instruction within the environment than the Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) and other 
studies in literacy leadership have revealed. The most interesting finding was the use of building 
and developing trust in the school with teachers. This was not something that was predicted to be 
found. Although, Mr. Stone had no clear and defined literacy vision statement, the impact of his 
cultural leadership throughout the school was clear and more profound than was originally 
expected. There was less evidence of an instructional leadership that uses strong expectations 
and lists that must be seen in each classroom, and more evidence of discussion and teacher 
leadership than was originally expected.  
Assumptions 
This study makes a few assumptions based on research and experience. It assumes that 
literacy is fundamental to a student’s immediate and future successes, and that the principal has a 
direct impact on the teacher’s delivery and instruction, but not a direct impact on achievement. In 
other words, the impact comes through affecting the teachers and their instruction. This study 
assumes that the principal is the leader, driver, and formulator of the school culture, and that the 
school culture has a large impact on instruction. It also assumes that teacher perceptions of the 
principal have an impact upon the school culture and therefore the instruction that students 
receive. This case study assumes that the central office of the district where this principal is 







The limitations of this case study are that the data derived comes from one particular, 
middle school. This means that the data is reflective of this particular school, and not necessarily 
all schools. It is an instrumental case that represents only one principal and what is happening at 
this middle school. The data lends valuable information, insight, and first hand experiences to 
schools leaders who are in similar situations. Another limitation of the study is the scope of time. 
This study was conducted in one school year and not over many years or at different sites. If the 
case study were to be extended over several years and/or at different school sites, the data may 
provide more perspective(s) in different situations and with findings that span longer periods of 
time.  
This study does not seek to make causal relationships or comparisons to the principal’s 
focus on literacy or his own leadership style and student achievement. This can be seen as a 
limitation in some ways due to the impact of student achievement and students testing today. The 
background of the researcher as a middle school administrator also adds an element of bias in the 
way in which the data is analyzed. If another researcher from a different background analyzed he 
data, then the data may have been analyzed or focused on in a different way.  
Definitions of Terms 
  The following terms are used throughout this study. These definitions are listed in 
alphabetical order and are provided for understanding and reference.  
Achievement Gaps – The gaps between different groups of students’ test scores and educational 
outcomes. There are gaps between students of color and white students as well as students from 
poverty and students who do not come from poverty. Research shows that students who come 






Case Study – A comprehensive study based upon observations, interviews, surveys, and 
document analysis. A qualitative approach to a research question.  
Cultural Leadership – Leadership that affects the school culture and climate.  
Grounded Theory – Theory that is based upon the data that is derived from one particular area. In 
this case study, it will be the data that is gathered from this one school, one location at this 
particular time. The theory will be based upon the data collected.  
Human Resource Leadership – Based on the use of social and human capital in a school 
building. The ability to hire, place, and use staff in ways that function on their strengths or talents 
in order to build capacity within the building.  
Instructional Leadership – Leadership that has firm understanding of effective teaching, 
curriculum, and delivery practices in education. Principals who exhibit this type of leadership 
have a strong, visible hand in the creation and carry out of the instruction that takes place in their 
building.  
Literacy –In its foundation, it is the ability for students to read, write, speak, understand, and use 
language (oral and/or written) to interpret meaning about an issue, text, situation, or other 
stimuli. For this study, literacy will focus on the use of literate practices and strategies through 
different text(s) and text features that students encounter in respective, middle school, content 
areas: social studies, science, math, health, etc. 
Meta level leadership – Using Nichols (1987) work on leadership, this area of leadership is 
broader leadership that is used to affect large scale change. This can be thought of as the large 






Macro level leadership – Using Nichols (1987) work on leadership, this area of leadership is 
focused on how the individual is linked to the organization. This area is focused on areas such as 
school culture and climate.  
Micro level leadership – Using Nichols (1987) work on leadership, this area of leadership is 
focused on the day-to-day leadership, such as managerial leadership.  
Perceptions – The way that staff, students, community, and parents view things. Perceptions are 
based on people’s prior knowledge of and their current understanding of an issue.  
Principal – The leader in an educational, school setting. In this case, the leader of the middle 
school in the study.  
School Culture – The overarching belief and norms system in place at this particular school. This 
is how the school building operates and how problems are dealt with and the system, procedures, 
plans, beliefs that are part of the fabric of the school building and the people in the building.  
School Climate – The feel of a school building and the overall staff morale. This is an indicator 
of the larger school culture; a symptom of the school culture. An analogy would be that school 
climate is the temperature/feel of the building, while culture is the overarching system indicative 
and that creates the school climate.  
Transformational Leadership – Leadership that affects large scale change. Transformational 
leadership looks for a change both within the person itself as well as the whole impact within the 













CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
Research around literacy instruction and leadership focuses mostly on elementary 
schools, not middle or high schools. This study is important, because it adds valuable insight into 
principal’s leadership and how it influences literacy instruction in a middle school. For this 
study, the vast amount of literature around educational leadership is organized through the lens 
of Nicholls’s (1987) meta, macro, and micro leadership levels. 
 Robinson (2011) conducted a large-scale best evidence synthesis on the impact of 
principals on student achievement. In her book, Student Centered Leadership, her research 
shows that principals can affect five leadership areas with the most significant effect sizes on 
student achievement. Those five areas are [1] establishing goals and expectations (.42), [2] 
resourcing strategically (.31), [3] ensuring quality teaching (.42), [4] leading teacher learning and 
development (.84), and [5] ensuring an orderly and safe environment (.27). She also found that 
there were three key leadership capabilities that encompassed all five leadership domains: [1] 
applying relevant knowledge, [2] solving complex problems, and [3] building relational trust 
(Robinson, 2011, p. 15-17).  
 In a similar finding by Leithwood and Louis (2012), they conclude that “leadership 
affects student learning when it is targeted at working relationships, improving instruction, and, 
indirectly, student achievement” (p. 234). They found that principals that had the greatest impact 






specifically in the areas of teacher knowledge, skills, motivation, and on ensuring supportive 
working conditions. They summarize that “at the school level, leadership has an effect on 
students primarily when it engenders a strong community of learners, typically known as a 
professional community” (p. 231). The findings also suggest that principals who focused on 
ways to build school cultures based on shared leadership and learning were far more efficient 
than those who focused on one-on-one teacher development.  
Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) conducted a meta-analysis based on compiled 
studies about effective principals or school leaders and created a list of 21 responsibilities 
common among all of them. All characteristics they identified indicated a statistically significant 
relationship to student achievement. Their data revealed that principals “can have a dramatic 
influence on the overall academic achievement of students” (p. 64) as well as show a positive 
correlation between the behaviors of principal’s and students’ academic achievement. Situational 
awareness had the strongest correlation, with a value of .33, and flexibility with a correlation 
value of .28 as the second highest (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). 
Meta, Macro, and Micro Level Leadership 
For this case study, Nicholls’s (1987) meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership are 
used as a lens to frame research around educational leadership. Using these levels of leadership 
to examine a principal’s leadership narrows a large body of literature in order to investigate the 
principal and how his or her leadership influences literacy instruction. It provides a way to gauge 
which principles of leadership the principal employs. 
Nicholls (1987) examines leadership from two perspectives. One perspective is that 
leadership is more of an influence process, directed at individuals, which does not include the 






an organization’s success. Within those two perspectives, Nicholls suggests that there are three 
levels of leadership: meta, macro, and micro. Meta level leadership “exerts influence on 
individuals by linking them to environment through visioning which creates the psychological 
ground for common action” (p. 18). Macro leadership is concerned with the executive action that 
creates organizational success. Micro level leadership “focuses on the choice of leadership style 
to create an efficient working atmosphere and obtain willing cooperation in getting the job done” 
(p.20).  
Using Nicholls’s definitions of meta, macro, and micro leadership provided a lens for 
analyzing principal leadership. This is not a very common use of these leadership principles, but 
it is allows a practical, yet theoretical lens, into leadership theories employed by principals that 
encompasses the variety of things that principals must focus on every day.  
Meta Level Leadership: Moving to Action 
 Meta leadership is described by Nicholls (1987) as being about moving people to take 
action that will have an impact on political or social arenas. It is “widespread and appears in 
many forms, from the grand and significant to the humble and fleeting: messiahs, crusaders, 
statesmen, mavericks and ringleaders” (p. 19). Nicholls gives the examples of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and Adolf Hitler as meta leaders who were able to use a “visioning effect” on their 
followers. This “visioning effect” is made up of the following four components:  
(i) perceive patterns or trends in the environment, be it social, political or military; (ii) 
articulate, focus and integrate the pattern with (iii) their own conviction and personal 
beliefs while having the (iv) empathy to understand feelings, hopes, fears and ambitions 






The rest of this section explains components of educational leadership from literature and 
research studies that fall under meta levels of leadership, such as, external development, 
ethical and moral, and social justice. Table 2.0 provides a snapshot of meta levels of 
leadership with examples and definitions.  
Table 2.1. Meta Level Leadership  
 










Leadership that deals 
with the community 
and parents; involves 
incorporating all 
members as important 






families in schools  
• Use of funds of 
knowledge from 
families  
Ethical and Moral 
Leadership 
Leadership that seeks to 
make ethical and moral 
leaders based on 




Dantley & Tillman  
Mullen 
• Instilling a sense of 
culture around 
equity for all 




Leadership that focuses 
on equity, access to 
goods for all students 
particularly those that 









• Doing away with 




tracking base on 
interests  
• Seeking to create 
equity in practices 
for all students  
External development leadership.  
 External development leadership works with forces outside the school building that have 
an impact on the school’s performance. These external forces include – but are not limited to – 
parents, community members, community organizations, and local universities that have 
political, moral, or other vested interests in the school’s success or lack thereof. Effective school 
leaders who work in challenging environments understand that the school is a part of the 






Sergiovanni (2009) identified seven functions of leadership that were present in his study 
on school leadership. He examined magnet, traditional, year-round, charter, and other various 
school types to investigate leadership traits that were common in all of them. One of those 
features was external development leadership. To Sergiovanni, external development represents 
the school in the community, connecting to public relations, recruiting parents and students, and 
always advocating for the school. In this way, much of what happens in the school is connected 
or concerned with the community.  
 Parent and community involvement.  
 A large portion of external development centers on involving the parents and community 
in decisions made at the school level. Involving the community can take on many forms and 
varies across the functions of the school from PTA organizations to working with other 
community organizations. How the community defines leadership impacts the role of the 
principal a great deal in all school settings.  
Community and parent involvement are part of the shared decision making model 
described by David (1989). The shared decision making model encourages the use of leadership 
that empowers not only teachers in the building, but also the parents and community members to 
be part of the decision making team (David, 1989). This model is suggested as a way to improve 
school culture and community approval, and to transform school improvement.   
Liontos (1991) discusses the role that schools can have in involving more at-risk families.  
She describes at-risk families and parents as those of students who are minorities, poor, or come 
from other cultural backgrounds which are different from white, middle class families. Her study 
suggests that the relationships of poor and minority students to the school or school system have 






have the same effect for families from poor or minority areas. Liontos (1991) outlines things that 
can be done to work with at-risk families. A lot of these are contained in some aspect in the role 
of Title I, the federal program intended to create equitable educational opportunties. Some 
examples include programs that teach about other cultures, always involving the families 
(including stepparents or even grandparents), understanding that all community members need to 
feel empowered, and collaborating with other community agencies such as social workers since 
schools cannot always provide the resources needed outside of the school.   
 In her book, Involving At-Risk Families in their Children’s Education, Liontos (1992), 
states that one of the biggest obstacles of working with at-risk families is that their relationship 
with schools has not always been positive. They may feel that schools have traditionally been 
places where they are called in to discuss problems, and not places where they can get resources 
or work with their child’s educators to help mold their education. She argues that principals and 
school districts often do not have the appropriate strategies or structures for helping low-income 
parents become involved. A few strategies that Liontos suggests are establishing a caring 
environment, involving parents in activities they can later duplicate and share with children, 
giving parents a sense of ownership by consulting with them, and paying attention to format. 
The literature on parent and community involvement makes it clear that there is a 
connection between student achievement and community and parent involvement. Jeynes (2007) 
showed a link between family involvement and student academic achievement. Gordon & Louis 
(2012) establish that creating structures to help at-risk families become involved will provide a 
sense of ownership and empowerment to those families.   
 Throughout the literature on parent and community involvement there is a connection 






parent and community involvement. Parents and community members are seen as integral to 
changing anything in the school context. Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss (2010) found that 
turnaround principals understand the enormous impact a community has on the success of 
students and incorporate strategies for the community to be involved. Leaders who make positive 
change are effective at improving academic achievement for students and view a school as being 
part of the community (Harris, 2002).   
 Many times it has been assumed that communities and families from poverty are not 
interested in being a part of the school (Gordon & Louis, 2012). The research does not support 
this view. Some families, communities, and parents may not know how to engage in the school 
community, but that does not mean they do not want to participate. Principals and districts have 
to work to create structures in schools that allow parents to become active members in the school 
community.   
Ethical and moral leadership.  
 Ethical and moral leadership is another example of meta level leadership. It is leadership 
that strives to make a more influential impact on society through school culture. Moral 
leadership as described by Owens & Valesky (2007) is made up of three issues: [1] “the 
relationship between the led is not one merely of power, but of mutual needs, aspirations, and 
values, [2] the followers have latitude in responding to the initiatives of leaders, and [3] leaders 
take responsibly for delivering on their commitments” (p. 281). Sergiovanni (1992) describes 
moral leadership as leadership that appeals to the moral authority, primarily. Sources of authority 
are described as the following:  
• Bureaucratic – “hierarchy, rules and regulations, mandates, role expectations”; based on 






• Psychological – “motivations, technology kills, human relations, and leadership”; uses 
the idea that “teachers respond as required when rewards are available…”   
• Technical-rational – “evidence defined by logic and scientific research.”; “teachers are 
required to comply in light of what is considered to be the truth.”   
• Professional – “informed craft, knowledge and personal expertise”; teachers often 
“respond to this authority in light of common socialization, professional values, accepted 
tenets of practice, and internalized expertise.” 
• Moral – “felt obligation and duties derived from widely shared community values…and 
ideals”; “teachers respond to shared commitments and felt interdependence.” (p. 36-39)   
The moral authority in the primary sense is defined “by community’s centers of shared values, 
beliefs, and commitments” (p. 39). Leadership that is based on moral authority first will always 
take into consideration the followers and their community’s beliefs, norms, and practices. In this 
sense, the leader relies heavily on the prescribed notions of what it means to be a leader and how 
a particular community may define that role. The leader will also rely on the perceptions of 
teacher and others to make decisions.    
Mullen (2011) draws a clear distinction between moral and transactional leadership. She 
states that the difference is in the way that the leaders conduct business. Moral leaders empower 
subordinates, while transactional leaders continue to work within the system to follow the 
system’s directions. Moral leadership moves beyond promoting teacher leadership in the school 
to also promote moral responsibility in teachers and students. 
Dantley and Tillman (2006) argue that moral leadership seeks to address change that is 
based on “a critical theoretical and moral frame that dares to interrogate the rituals” such as 






presuppositions and assumptions that craft administrative practices in schools” (p. 26). It is not 
merely enough to focus on pushing school employees to be leaders and making change in the 
culture of the school, if that change is not going to question the status quo or challenge 
“presuppositions and assumptions” within the school culture. Dantley (2003) cautions that there 
are still patriarchal, white-dominant notions in the definitions imposed by Burns (1978) on 
transformational and moral leadership. Principals have to be moral agents, because they are 
making decisions for the larger school culture. In order to promote moral leadership, leaders 
actively investigate and research “the strategies used by challengers to raise often-silenced and 
ignored voices and needs” (Marshall & Gerstl-Pepin, 2005, p. 5).     
Social justice leadership.  
 Social justice leadership is another example of meta level leadership. The history of 
social justice in education has had a relatively recent beginning. Social justice strives to bring 
about social, community, or political change. Its roots lie in religion, law, and politics (Berry, 
2005; Soho, Merchant, & Lugg, 2011). A recent debate among researchers and philosophers 
centers around defining social justice in education: What does it look like? Who does it include? 
What is the intended purpose? And from whom are these things created? Just as the desire to 
define social justice is a debate, the very act of naming or defining social justice too precisely 
weighs heavy on many theorists’ minds.   
Dudley-Marling (2012) explains there are many varying ideas about social justice. He 
explains that to many, social justice means “working with vulnerable or at-risk populations” (p. 
42). He continues that others may “take a more systemic view of social justice, focusing on the 
role of schooling in ameliorating the inequitable distribution of social and economic goods in our 






Most researchers focus more on the idea of questioning the practices that educators do to 
specifically address injustices including the achievement gap, unequal distribution of goods and 
services in our schools, and overall biases in curriculum and instruction. Social justice education 
is not merely the act of working with at-risk or high needs populations, but working to challenge 
the practices in education that unevenly distribute goods and services across the system.   
Brian Barry’s (2005) book Why Social Justice Matters, describes social justice as 
determining if the there is an equal distribution of rights.  He states since there is “trivially a 
global distribution of rights, opportunities and resources, it must be permissible to enquire into 
the justice or injustice of this distribution” (pp. 33-34). Young (1990) argues that “it is a mistake 
to reduce social justice to distribution only” (p. 15). While she does attest social justice is about 
distributive paradigms of goods and services for everyone in society, it is much more than that. 
She makes it clear that it is not only about a distribution of goods, but also about power and 
decision-making processes. Further, Young (1990) claims that “the predominant focus on the 
distribution of wealth, income, and positions is that such a focus ignores and tends to obscure the 
institutional context within which those distributions take place” (p. 22). Social justice in 
education is no different. The distribution of goods has to be considered, of course; however, the 
decision-making system and power structure also must be considered to make lasting impacts 
instead of temporary fixes.      
Dantley and Tillman (2010) state that social justice in education is “about deconstructing 
realities to disclose the multiple ways schools and their leadership reproduce inequitable 
treatment of individuals because their identities are outside the celebrated dominant culture” (p. 
22). This means that school leaders must push for deep social change and actively educate the 






education completely (Arnove, 2009). Marshall & Gerstl-Pepin (2005) present strategies and 
theories on how to change educational policies and practices to create a more socially just school 
system. They state that in order to understand social justice and politics in education, “it is 
important to understand power, the ability to control a group, individual, or structure to exercise 
control or authority” (p. 4).  
One example of such strategies is that school leaders and school districts can reduce or 
eliminate the achievement gap between students from poverty and those not from poverty by 
doing away with old systems of tracking. Noddings (2012) explains that tracking has historically 
been a way we have created socially unjust schools because most tracking programs were based 
not necessarily on merit, but on race, class, or perceptions of teachers. She provides that tracking 
itself may not have been the problem, but the design. If we want to create more socially just 
schools in the democratic sense, then we have to provide a variety of opportunities for all 
students (Noddings, 2012). Students could follow tracks they are interested in or where they have 
shown abilities, but they should be allowed to switch tracks at any time during their schooling. 
This is one example of challenging the practices that are currently in place.  
These meta levels of leadership provide larger lenses for educational leadership. Macro 
levels of leadership provide leadership that can focus on vision, school culture, and planning. 
Meta level leadership may hold more theoretical stances on educational leadership, while macro 
level leadership uses theoretical approaches to put ideas into practice. Both meta and macro level 
leadership have implications on literacy instruction in the way in which principals carry out the 
plan at the school. Literacy instruction around meta level leadership principles would inhibit 
pieces of equity or social justice, while literacy instruction around macro levels of leadership 






Macro Level Leadership: Linking the Individual to the Entity 
 Macro level leadership concerns itself with the long-range plans, goals, and how to 
achieve them. This level of leadership is seen as the more understood and more traditional role of 
leadership. Nicholls (1987) describes both of the remaining levels of leadership, macro and 
micro leadership, as being used through organizations. Macro leadership focuses “on individuals 
by linking them to the entity—be it the whole organization or just a division, department or 
group” (p. 20). Macro level leaders ask of their followers: What is this organization all about? 
Where do I fit in? How am I valued and judged? What is expected of me? Why should I commit 
myself? In the process, the leader creates committed members of the organization. According to 
(Avery 2011), a leader’s role at the macro level uses planning for the future and how followers 
will help the organization achieve these plans.  
The rest of this section describes the literature on educational leadership as it pertains to 
macro levels of leadership. Some of the areas of educational leadership that are described are 
transformational, transactional, distributive, cultural, instructional, and human resource 
leadership – all of which are considered to link the organization to the individual. Table 3.0 
shows macro level leadership examples, descriptions, and strategies that are provided in the 
literature.  










Leadership that seeks 
change and motivation of 
individuals based upon 
their alignment with the 
overall vision or mission 
of the school  
Sergiovanni  
Burns  
Leithwood and Jantzi  
• Creating autonomy 
within the focus 
created  
• Creating change 




Leadership that relies on 
a top-down style; 
incorporates the actions 
Bass 
Avery  







of followers in return 
from directives of leaders  
created for each 
member  
• Functions and 




Leadership that relies on 
other individuals, such as 
the teacher, in the school 
to share leadership 
responsibilities 
Sillane, Halverson, & 
Diamond  
• Creating structures 
for teachers to be 
part of the school  
• Engaging teachers 
and community in 
decision making 
processes  
Cultural Leadership Shaping and molding the 
school culture  
Sergiovanni 
Chirachello 
• Creating school 
focus 
• Designing 
strategies to align 
with the school 
focus   
Instructional 
Leadership 
Leadership that deals 
directly with instruction 
and learning in the 
classrooms. Includes 
literacy leadership and 
other effects on 
curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment.  
Marks & Printy  
Sergiovanni  
Leithwood & Jantzi 
• Creating a school 











Relationship between the 
workers and the 
organization; relying on 
human capital and 
investing in their abilities 
Sergiovanni  
Bolman & Deal  
Denver  
• Putting the right 
people in the right 
positions  





The term transformational leadership is a word that is fraught with ambiguity. It is often 
associated with any leader who seeks change from the norm; however, real transformational 
leadership looks and acts in more complex ways than just being different. One of the first 
researchers to use the term transformational leadership was James MacGregor Burns (1978). 
Burns (1978) defined transformational leadership as “a process in which leaders and followers 






transformational leader is one who seeks out motives in its followers and motivates them to want 
to work and be a part of the organization (Owens & Valesky, 2007). Transformational leaders 
who wish to truly operate outside of traditional paradigms have to ask themselves: Who receives 
the benefit of such changes? What is being directly changed? This change is for whom? And, 
whom does this change exclude? And, more importantly, what social values, norms, and beliefs 
does this change reinstitute or perpetuate?     
As described in meta level of leadership, Sergiovanni (1992) describes leadership as 
having five sources of authority for supervisory policy and practice. Sergiovanni argues that 
transformational leaders rely heavily on the moral and professional authority as the tenants of 
sound leadership practice. Both professional and moral sources of authority encompass the 
understanding that transformational leaders more concerned with the concept of power to rather 
than power over (Sergiovanni, 1990).   
As described in meta level leadership, Sergiovanni (1992) explains that our mindscapes 
are important in establishing a school culture. For Sergiovanni, objective worlds do exist, but the 
“truth” about the world is dependent upon how we see and view the world through our own eyes 
(p. 8-9). How a principal sees her- or him-self and the world will affect the way in which they 
lead a school building. Sergiovanni’s description of truth echoes Nietzsche (1887). Nietzsche 
argued that truth is determined by the person; by their perception of the message. Truth is 
determined by our society and by individuals in our society; thus, it is important to understand 
that what is considered wrong or right depends a great deal upon the community in which the 
school resides and the principal’s own mindscapes. A principal’s understanding of their truth(s), 
play an important role in transformational leadership. English (2008) offers that leaders have to 






defines you will impact the decisions that are made at the school. Being cognizant of that is 
vitally important to transformational leadership.     
Transactional leadership.  
Bass (1998) describes transactional leadership as being about the "transaction or 
exchange that takes place among leaders, colleagues, and followers” (p. 4). Transactional 
leadership is about what goods, services, or ideas a follower may receive and/or provide to an 
organization. Most of the literature around transactional leadership is about maintaining the 
status quo, instead of changing the status quo. Transactional leadership is considered more top-
down instead of bottom-up leadership; it is about the interaction of the conditions or rewards that 
one receives as result of their role. Avery (2011) contends that followers are involved more 
under transactional leadership than under the classical paradigm. Burns explained that 
transactional leaders offer jobs, security, and cooperation in exchange for following the leaders’ 
mission (Owens, 2007). In a principal’s leadership, this can be seen in the way a mission is 
delivered and enacted in terms of tasks aligned with the overall mission. 
Distributive leadership. 
Distributive leadership investigates where all three (the follower, the leader, and the task)  
intersect with one another. Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2007) provide that distributive 
leadership is based on distributive psychological theory. They describe distributive 
leadership as not only the followers’ skill, ability, or charisma, but as something “best 
understood as a practice distributed over leaders, followers, and their situation” (p.11). Figure 2.1 
shows Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond’s theory of distributive leadership in a diagram. It clearly 
shows that distributive leadership happens only where the interaction of leader, follower, and 






tasks that are asked from a leader to a follower. Teachers, department chairs, and others in the 
school building are all considered leaders in their tasks as they align with their positions. 
 
Futrell’s (2011) study indicates that more districts are moving to shared or distributive leadership 
models than in the past.   
Cultural leadership. 
 Sergiovanni (1984) prescribes cultural leadership as being centered around and 
contingent upon building a unique school mission and vision. This cultural leadership is capable 
of keeping all vested parties focused on the overall identity. A principal who is a cultural leader 
assumes the role that motivates, encourages, and taps into followers’ resources to build a school 
defined by their common practices, norms, and values. Some activities that are associated with 
cultural leadership include, but are not limited to: “socializing new member to the culture; telling 
stories and maintaining or reinforcing myths, traditions, and beliefs; explaining ‘the way things 




Figure 2.1. This diagram depicts the interactions between leaders, followers, and situation 







operate around here’; developing and displaying a system of symbols over time; and rewarding 
those who reflect this culture” (p. 10-11).   
 Sergiovanni (1984) defines a school’s culture as common values, norms, and beliefs that 
all members of the organization believe. In order for a principal to be effective at building a 
culture within a school, he or she has to not only give clear attention to detail, but also support 
the school and constantly reinforce the school. Cultural leadership centers itself around the 
following questions about the school organization: “What is this school about? What is important 
here? What do we believe in? Why do we function the way we do? How are we unique? How do 
I and others fit into the scheme of things?” (Sergiovanni, 2007, p. 13). In this study, cultural 
leadership will be inspected as it relates to the literacy mission and its components in the middle 
school principal.   
 School culture and identity.   
 Schein (1985) describes organizational culture as both invisible and visible in certain 
aspects of daily work. For example, artifacts and creations are often the most visible and include 
such things as tools, buildings, art, and speech patterns. Things that are not visible include the 
nature of human nature, activity, and relationships. Schein’s model of culture describes these 
invisible elements of organizational culture as precocious and other forms of culture that are 
visible as not entirely decipherable. In a school setting, the culture is based upon what teachers 
believe, what students believe, and what, as an organization, can be accomplished and what 
cannot be accomplished (Owens & Valesky, 2007).  Peterson and Deal (2002) describe school 
culture as unwritten rules and assumptions in a school setting.   
 Picucci, Brownson, and Kalhert (2002) conducted a study with seven middle schools 






performance. This study showed that the defining and shaping of school culture was vitally 
important to changing the performance of students, regardless of their backgrounds. Some of the 
striking features found in all seven of the middle schools studied was that each school had 
established a culture of equity and high achievement. Each middle school also held strong 
relationships between performance and culture throughout the entire school. Another common 
feature in these schools was that building a school culture took place over years, instead of short 
periods of time. Almost all the schools went through restaffing patterns where teachers left 
because they didn’t like the change or they were not in agreement with the direction of the 
school. In one of the schools, 20% of the school’s teachers, 25 of the 125, left to find another job 
in another school (Picucci, Brownson, & Kalhert, (2002). Principals at all of the seven schools 
also implemented a shared leadership culture, but held strongly to their visions of achieving 
equity and excellence.     
 Williamson and Blackburn (2009) suggest four categories to use as a guide to shape 
school culture after interviewing principals who changed or shaped school culture. Table 2.3 
shows the four categories that can shape a school culture, rituals and ceremonies, heroes and 
heroines, stories and tales, and rewards and punishments, with examples for each category. One 
principal who was interviewed responded about hiring new teachers as a ceremony and ritual that 
a set of questions they asked of every single candidate. The principal responded, “if they’re 
listening carefully, they will understand that this school values the success of every student and 
expects every student to succeed in a rigorous and challenging environment’” (p. 60-61). An 
example of heroes and heroines was brought to light by one principal who shared that he uses 
every opportunity possible to celebrate teachers’ success around student achievement by using a 






change the story or the culture of the school. One principal from Denver discussed how she 
asked her teachers to snitch on teachers who were doing great things in their classroom and share 
it with the faculty. Another principal interviewed used a system of name it, claim it, and explain 
it during the faculty meetings. He would take digital pictures and put them on an overhead at 
faculty meetings and then have the teacher who did the example, stand up, and claim the item 
and explain to the staff what it was about.   
Table 2.3. Four Categories to Assess School Culture   
 
Categories  Example  
Rituals and Ceremonies • Selecting new teachers  
• A set of routines that communicate the vision 
• Special ceremonies that demonstrate commitment to 
the vision 
Heroes and Heroines  • Recognize the heroes and heroines on the staff 
publicly 
• Find ways to identify the heroes in every area of the 
school 
Stories and Tales  • Actions and stories a principal tells to communicate 
the commitment to students  
• How a principal encourages others on staff and 
outside of staff to tell stories 
Rewards and Reinforcements  • Recognizing and rewarding teachers for 
commitment to teaching  
• Implementing rewards for staff members who show 
rigor and excellence in student learning  
Adapted from Williamson and Blackburn (2009). 
Cultural leadership is important to literacy leadership in a middle school because of the 
impact that a school’s common values, assumptions, and practices can have on literacy 
instruction in the content areas. Research shows that effective literacy leadership is across the 








 Efficacy and empowerment.  
 School culture must have a firm foundation in efficacy and empowerment of all vested 
members including students, teachers, and community members. Principals must find ways to 
empower teachers within in the building and bring in community members to become vital 
components of the school culture. Teacher empowerment, based on the literature, can begin from 
creating school structures that allow teachers to become leaders while the school leaders step 
back. Chirichello (2004) provides data from surveys conducted from 2000-2003 around what 
principals do, what teachers think they do, as well as what principals would like to do. 
Chirichello’s study provides that collective or shared leadership creates more empowerment for 
teachers. Principals have to be able to give up some of their responsibilities in order to empower 
teachers in the school building. Principals cannot do it alone, and teachers appreciate having 
leadership roles in doing what they feel comfortable doing.   
 Empowerment in schools also entails empowering students, parents, and community 
members as well as teachers. Any traditional, top-down view of leadership that places the 
principal at the top while all other members are merely followers will disable empowering 
teachers and other key members to have choices in decision-making. Empowering teachers can 
include anything from permitting followers to ask questions after a decision is made, offering a 
tentative decision subject to possible change after discussion, presenting the problem, making a 
decisions only after discussion with them, and creating opportunities for followers to lead 
discussions and other areas in the organization (Owens & Valesky, 2007, p. 317).   
 Bennis (1989) presents that empowerment is the collective effect of leadership. In 






organization feel that competence matters, they are part of the community, they are a part of the 
decision-making process, and that their everyday work is engaging to them (p. 39).  
Instructional leadership.   
The beginning of instructional leadership, according to Fullan (1988), started around 
1988 when schools begin to shift from a focus on the individual autonomy of the classroom 
toward a focus on instructional practices that affect student learning. Instructional leadership 
focuses on leadership functions directly related to teaching and learning (Marks & Printy, 2003). 
School principals are seen as the sole instructional leader in the building. Part of being an 
instructional leader, includes setting high expectations for teachers and students, supervising 
instruction, and even driving instruction, coordinating plans, and making student gains in 
achievement (Marks & Printy, 2003). 
Sergiovanni (1987) describes the importance of principals as instructional leaders. 
Principals who emphasize learning and instructional practices will increase student achievement 
as a result. A principal who is an instructional leader uses professional development, coaching, 
modeling, and renewal models to monitor the instruction taking place within the school.   
Throughout the research on instructional leadership, three key principal behaviors are 
found: [1] refining the school mission, [2] managing the instructional program, and [3] 
promoting a climate around positive school learning (Silva, White, & Yoshida, 2011). The 
degree of the principal’s direct or indirect involvement in instruction varies from study to study. 
In some examples the principal had little to no direct contact with students, while other studies 
have the principal utilizing direct, even personal, conversations with students.  
Silva, White, and Yoshida (2011) look at the effect of direct, personal conversations 






study found that eighth graders who had conversations with the principal about their 
performance had higher levels of effort and achieved better outcomes regardless of their 
background.    
Literature on instructional leadership and the use of instructional time ranges from 
protecting teacher’s instructional and planning time to creating more instructional hours in the 
school day. Grissom, Loeb, and Master (2013) conducted a study to find any correlations 
between the time principals spend on instructional tasks and student achievement and growth in 
math and reading. In this particular study, principals spent “overall 12.7% of their time on 
instruction-related activities” (p.  436). Of these instruction-related activities, they included 
“coaching, evaluating teachers, walkthroughs, developing the educational program, and teacher 
professional development” (p. 436-437). While the study found “no relationship between overall 
time spent on instructional activities and schools’ improvement” on student achievement, there 
was a positive correlation between “time spent directly coaching teachers” and “student 
achievement” (p. 440). In schools where walkthroughs were seen as feedback and professional 
development, the results were positive; however, results were negative in schools where 
walkthroughs were not connected to professional development or were seen as punitive. 
Several other studies have found that a focus on instructional time has a positive effect on 
student achievement (Gettinger, 1995; Harn, Linen-Thompson, & Roberts, 2008; Marzano, 
Gaddy, & Dean 2000). One such study (Harn, Linen-Thompson, & Roberts, 2008) found that 
schools that had higher growth and achievement than other schools spent less time on 
intervention activities. The study showed that instructional time alone did not matter, but 
focused, instructional time on intervention strategies and practices known to impact learning had 






A drawback of instructional leadership stems from a traditional, top-down view of 
leadership where the leader decides the curriculum choices, and the teachers simply follow. This 
was often viewed by teachers as coercive and patriarchic (Marks & Printy, 2003). However, with 
the theoretical extension of shared instructional leadership, instructional leaders work with 
teachers and other school faculty to create an atmosphere of collaboration. In this sense, it is not 
just the principal deciding all things instructional, but the principal facilitating instruction with 
teachers. Shared instructional leadership is a concept where the principal actually values, invests, 
and trusts teachers and teacher leaders to deliver instructional techniques in formal roles 
throughout the school (Marks & Printy, 2003). Shared instructional leadership has components 
that intersect with other leadership models, such as transformational and moral leaderships.  
Fullan (2014) suggests that the recent shift to a focus on instructional leadership has 
actually created a system-wide culture of principals who micro-manage. He indicates that this 
“narrow view raises two problems: first, in complex matters, you can’t really micromanage to 
good effect; second it can be incredibly time consuming for principals, diverting attention from 
doing other things that can shape learning more powerfully” (p. 39-40). DuFour & Manzano 
(2009) made similar points that time spent developing whole schools or teams of teachers and 
teacher leaders is more effective than focusing on an individual teacher. Both Fullan and DuFour 
& Marzano make explicitly clear that it is better to shift to building professional capital within 
the entire school building than to focus on individual teacher strengths and weaknesses.  
School organizations are loosely coupled (Weick, 1976) places where the systems are not 
tightly connected links of bureaucratic offices. Since they are loosely connected, there is a good 






policies, rules, and regulations can be circumvented or even ignored altogether (English & 
Steffy, 2001).  
 Curriculum, instruction, and assessment.  
 A principal must understand curriculum, instruction, and assessment if they are to be an 
effective instructional leader. Without firm knowledge of the curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment, the principal will not have much impact in bridging gaps between under performing 
and on grade level students. Principals must know the difference between what is being taught in 
the classroom, the curriculum in use, and the state-mandated, standardized curriculum (English 
& Steffy, 2001). The curriculum in use refers to what is actually being delivered by teachers in 
the classroom on a day-to-day basis. Instruction refers to the delivery of the curriculum – the 
taught curriculum – whether it is state-mandated or the curriculum in use (English & Steffy, 
2001). English & Steffy (2001) describe instructional delivery as the activities or lessons being 
implemented inside the classroom based on the written curriculum.  
 Assessment usually refers to tests; however, assessments are not always tests.  
Assessments can also be projects, written assignments, or other things that deal with measuring 
how well a student has grasped the curriculum at hand. Assessment is often thought of as the 
tested portion of the curriculum (English & Steffy, 2001).  
Human resource leadership. 
 Human resource leadership is based on the interactions between the organization and the 
workers and focuses on human capital. Human capital refers to the skills, qualifications, and 
value that an individual can bring to the organization (Owens & Valesky, 2007). Leadership that 
puts a premium on people, and their human capital, will produce a more effective organization 






herself, but what others are able to achieve because of the leaders” (p. 6). In this study, the use of 
human capital and human resource leadership will be inspected as it relates to the principal’s 
decision on staffing and planning as well as the use of professional development to build a strong 
staff within the school building.  
Bolman and Deal (1997) describe human resource leadership as focusing on the 
relationships between organizations and people. Human resource leadership seeks to create a 
beneficial relationship between people and the organization, where the two can work together 
and both benefits. When needs on both sides are met, the organization is seen as more 
productive. Human resource leadership affects the morale and the culture of the school in terms 
of how people feel about the place they work. The above factors can play a large role in 
determining the success of how well the organization functions not only on a day-to-day basis, 
but in terms of their overall proficiency and effectiveness. Owens & Valesky (2007) describe the 
milieu of the school as the human systems within a school building. They present the milieu of 
the school as including “virtually everything relating to the people in the organization—for 
example, how many there are and what they are like. This would include race and ethnicity, 
salary level of teachers” (p. 189). Sergiovanni (1987) stresses that human resource leadership 
focuses on relationships with workers, creating harmonious and cooperative places to work.    
 Professional development and teacher evaluation.  
 An important facet of human resource leadership entails the use of professional 
development for teachers. Rubin (1975) identified four areas that he believed could improve 
teaching: “the teacher’s sense of purpose, the teacher’s perception of students, the teacher’s 
knowledge of subject matter, and the teacher’s mastery of technique” (p. 36). Professional 






the classroom. Little (1993) devised six principles to test a teacher’s professional development 
against. Each will ensure that professional development:  
• offers meaningful intellectual, social and emotional engagement with ideas, with 
materials, and with colleagues both in and out of teaching   
• takes explicit account of the content of teaching and the experience of teachers using 
study groups, teacher collaboration, long-term partnerships, etc. 
• offers support for informed dissent; consensus may prove to be an over-stated virtue 
• places classroom practice in the larger content of school practice and the educational 
careers of children; should be grounded in big picture perspective  
• prepares teachers (as well as students and their parents) to employ the perspectives  
• and, the governance of professional development ensures bureaucratic restraint and a 
balance between the interests of individuals and the interests of institution. (p. 138-139)     
 Another aspect of human resource leadership involves teacher evaluation. Teacher 
evaluation details effective feedback about not only how well a teacher is performing, but also 
when done correctly, how the teachers can continually improve. As determined by the North 
Carolina Teacher Evaluation System, literacy in all classrooms is a required and measured 
component on the Evaluation Rubric for teachers (McRel & NC State Board of Education, 
2009). All teachers are required to teach a wide variety of literacy strategies to be considered 
proficient as part of their content area curriculum regardless of their grade level or their 
background.   
Micro Level Leadership: Managing Day-to-Day 
Nicholls (1988) describes microlevel leadership as creating an efficient working 






managerial tasks such as the day-to-day jobs that must be done. A principal who uses micro level 
leadership can be observed by the daily routines and procedures she or he uses to ensure the 
success of the school. Table 5.0 shows examples and strategies as well as the descriptions of 
different leadership types that fall under microlevel leadership.  
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school setting  
• Planning 
meetings with 
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Managerial leadership.   
Cuban (1988) describes the managerial imperative as important in the role of any 
principal. In fact, much of what a principal does is considered to be managerial as opposed to 
instructional or other meta or macro level leadership. Many tasks such as those “associated with 
carrying out district and school policies, such as planning, gathering and dispersing information, 






conflict between varied participants, and maintaining the building” are all considered to be 
managerial in nature (p. 74). Cuban (1988) describes the main purpose of the managerial role as 
to maintain structure and function in the building. This is why managerial leadership is often 
called or referred to in the research as the day-to-day tasks that carry out directions from the 
central office, state, or other mandated actions. Cuban provides that principals actually spend the 
majority of their time on managerial tasks. Mintzberg’s (1973) study describes administrators’ 
jobs as a complex mixture of tasks and jobs. Most of these tasks and jobs vary from day-to-day 
and dealt with a wide range of activities.  
 Literature suggests that there is a distinction between a leader and a manager, but most 
research also acknowledges that effective principals must be both a manager and a leader. 
Managers can be seen as micro level leaders, while principals with meta, macro, and micro levels 
of leadership can be seen as leaders instead of just managers. Bennis and Nanus (1978) describe 
“managers as people who do things right and leaders as people who do the right thing” (p. 31). 
English (2008) describes managers as “organization centered, formal, hierarchical, organization 
dependent, coercive” and “legal,” while leaders as “informal, situational, relational, context 
specific, communal, moral, context centered” (p. 13). Cuban (1988) describes what most of the 
research on managerial leadership describes; that is, that principals and administrators have to be 
both a leader and a manager. They have to be able to construct day-to-day tasks that allow them 
to focus the school on instruction and move the school in the direction of the school mission and 
vision. Research suggests that principals work within all three areas – meta, macro, and micro – 








 Managing day-to-day school tasks.  
 Being a principal means managing a school efficiently. The tasks required to do so are 
sometimes seen as tedious and bureaucratic. They are often not regarded to be as important as 
the instruction in school or the vision of the school. Ramsey (2006) describes a manager as 
someone who deals with the moment. Managers have to maintain, keep order, and manage to 
make things better. Often the structure of schools does not let many principals become leaders 
the entire day; there are tasks they required to do such paperwork, red tape, and other tasks must 
be completed regardless of how much fun they are to complete (Ramsey, 2006).  
  One principal describes her day-to-day work as a principal of three different schools in a 
rural district in Pennsylvannia. She says that her daily tasks include:  
recording results of walkthroughs and teacher observations…; conducting informal and 
formal teacher meetings; attending parent conferences; coordinating events in the various 
buildings with PTOs and faculty; discussing the academic and behavioral progress of 
specific students…; writing newsletters; giving grade-level talks on various topics…; 
holding quarterly awards and discipline assemblies; preparing for and holding faculty 
meetings; meeting with head teachers at the three schools; completing various reports… 
(Weber, 2006, p. 40) 
Although this list seems daunting, most of the activities Weber describes about her day are 
managerial in nature; however, this does not mean that they are not important. For example, 
going to department meetings and giving talks are expected from central offices, but they are 
also good places to lay out instructional expectations and blueprints for success. Principals need 







Strategic leadership.  
 Strategic leadership involves careful planning and organization of the school building, its 
resources, and the human capital within the whole organization. Scott (2010) provides a study 
using semi-structured interviews with school principals and their definition and use of strategy or 
strategic leadership. The results showed that “the strategic role of the educational leader is 
negatively related to balancing the needs of others” while “positively related to balancing the 
school’s purpose, synthesizing and providing direction, and leadership behaviors” (p. 441). This 
study provides that strategic decisions made by educational leaders have more impact on certain 
areas as opposed to others. For example, providing direction and balancing a school’s vision had 
the largest positive relationship, indicating that strategic leadership may have a larger positive 
impact in those areas than others (Scott, 2010).   
 Bennis (1989) describes the nature of managerial work in his article “Why Leaders Can’t 
Lead.” He starts with a glimpse into a typical day for him as the president of University of 
Cincinnati. In the early morning hours he is still at work reflecting on his day as president 
describing that “routine work drives out nonroutine work” (p. 35). He describes all the tasks he 
has to deal with throughout the day; each presented different actors and members in an 
organization that want to be heard even over the smallest issues. Each actor is buying the time of 
the leader, and the leader has to make time to both listen and act. Bennis’ argument in 1989 is 
still true today and is found throughout much of the literature. Principals and all administrators 
have to constantly perform juggling acts between managerial leadership items and larger 








Principal’s Role in Middle School Literacy Leadership and Instruction 
Meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership can all be observed in how a principal leads to 
influence literacy instruction. For this study, the levels of leadership were exemplified within the 
principal’s focus on literacy instruction across Red Laurel Middle School.  
Research across literacy leadership shows that there is a large focus on content area 
strategies in middle school, use of implementing structures in the building of literacy instruction, 
and a use of professional development for teachers in literate practices and literacy strategies. 
Table 2.5 shows a compilation of the research in literacy leadership and instruction used in this 
study. The table starts moves from the oldest research to newer research. This table is used as a 
guide to provide a holistic framework and representation of the research on literacy leadership. 
While some of the data comes from middle school research, the majority is focused on literacy 
practices in general, not just the middle school arena. This guide is used as a framework to 
analyze the data collected in this study.   
Table 2.5. Literacy Research and Frameworks 
Literacy Research  Description of Research and 
Relevance to Study 
Strategies, Examples, or 
Frameworks  
Conley (1989) Research on how to institute a 
literacy program in a middle or 
junior high setting. Content area 
reading and the importance of that 
in a middle or high school setting 
• Content area reading  
• Structure for setting up a 
middle school program  
• Framework as a guide for 
administrators  
Marks and Printy 
(2003) 
Research on the links between 
instructional and distributive 
leadership that they term as 
integrated leadership model. Used 
a basis in Dowell, Bickmore, and 
Hoewing (2012).  




Irvin, Meltzer, and 
Dukes (2007)  
Discusses the implementation and 
use of literacy strategies across 
content areas in middle and high 
schools. Also makes the claim that 
too much of the research is on 
• Provides strategies and 
examples of how to use at 
secondary level  
• Content area focus on 






elementary school student and not 
enough on secondary school 
levels. 
• Used a resource and 
professional development 
for teachers and 
administrators in planning 
content area literacy 
strategies 
Hall, Burns, and 
Edwards (2011)  
Provides research and guides for 
struggling readers in a middle 
school setting. Discusses the use 
of culturally responsive teaching, 
textual evidence and textual 
structure teaching, and content 
area literacy skills.  
• Content area literacy 
strategies  
• Strategies for struggling 
readers  
• Culturally responsive 
teaching and text  
• Teaching text structures  
Dowell, Bickmore, 
and Hoewing (2012) 
Research from practicing 
administrators and colleges about 
the implementation of a successful 
literacy program. Provides a 
framework with five key areas of 
development when instituting a 
literacy focus in schools.  
• Gives framework for 
implementing a literacy 
focus in a school based on 
feedback from several 
administrators and 
colleges 
• Gives practical guide to 
implementing a literacy 
focus in schools  
 
Literacy in the Middle School Setting: Literacy in Content Areas 
Literacy has many definitions and it is drenched with a history of power and class 
struggles. Literacy is considered “to be a large component of our identity(s)” (Collins, 1995, p. 
81). Literacy is a vital component in our daily actions, from reading the newspaper, to watching 
television, to listening to music, to texting friends, to a variety of other communication that we 
engage in through various outlets. Literacy in schools means learning to read, write, speak orally, 
and interpret texts, and it is more complex than just reading alone.  
For this study, literacy will focus on the use of literacy strategies and literate practices in 
content areas since middle schools are organized by content areas. Conley (1989) describes 
“content reading” as it relates to reading in the different content areas in middle schools, and it 






school subjects” (p. 83). Middle school teachers are not expected necessarily to teach reading or 
reading comprehension, but they are expected to use literacy strategies and literate practices as 
they relate to text(s) or writing in their respective content areas (Conley, 1989). For example, 
they are expected to teach how to maneuver a science textbook through the use of frontloading 
vocabulary, collaborative pairs, or graphic organizers based on the text structure to interpret 
meaning from the texts. Literate practices are similar to content area literacy strategies in that 
they focus on how to read, particularly nonfiction texts, in different content areas. Literate 
practices include but are not limited to: making predictions on a text when reading, comparing 
and evaluating information in a text, writing and talking about a text in a small group or pair, 
linking a reading to other texts, and explaining or arguing about a text and using textual evidence 
to support claims (Heath & Magnolia, 1991).  
To dig a little deeper, literacy theory is vast and spans many focus areas. It suggests many 
avenues for literacy development and what it means to be literate in our society. Bartholomae 
(1985) adds that we must teach students how to maneuver in different discourses such as their 
primary, or home discourse, versus a secondary discourse, an academic or preferred discourse, 
that they will see in another part of society like schools. Delpit (1995) adds to this that as 
teachers of any subject and nature, we have to teach students how to navigate all those literate 
worlds in terms of code-switching if they are to be successful.  
Street (1984) argues against any literacy as only one autonomous definition. Autonomous 
meaning that there is a set of skills that must define and be appropriate for all people in order for 
them to be considered literate. Instead he proposes that literacy is defined in an ideological way. 
Ideological models of literacy assume that the meaning of literacy always depends upon the 






particular literacy, and the context of reading and writing depend a great deal upon the social 
structures, use of texts, and groups within a culture. This is important in the way in which we 
teach literacy strategies in middle schools, and that we know how students will need to interpret 
texts and the context of what is happening.  
Hall, Burns, and Edwards (2011) present similar issues with the autonomous model of 
literacy in that it supposes that there is one set of skills needed for all learners to be literate 
instead of taking into consideration the “funds of knowledge” of student’s families and 
communities (p. 8). This means moving away from the idea that there is an already established 
system of good readers and struggling readers based on the autonomous model of literacy. 
Students who are struggling are struggling as they relate to their counterparts who already have 
those desired autonomous literacy skills. Instead of thinking of literacy in an autonomous way 
that contributes to the deficit model for struggling readers, literacy and teaching of literacy skills 
should be diverse and make direct connections to a student’s community and their established 
funds of knowledge.     
Shirley Brice Heath (1983) discusses understanding of language as derived through 
culture in her book Ways with Words: Language, Life, and Work in Communities and 
Classrooms. She completed an ethnographic study of two towns in the piedmont areas of North 
and South Carolina: Trackton and Roadville. Trackton was primarily a low-income, African 
American community, while Roadville was working class, white community. Her focus was on 
the literate practices, language skills, and linguistics of both communities. In this study, she 
found that there were already literate practices that children did in both communities, particularly 
in oral communication, but that these practices were not always in use in daily school activities 






Heath (1983) addresses some of the teachers’ perceptions about the students to provide a 
clear picture of the nature of schooling for both communities. Heath provides that teachers had to 
work to understand that they brought perceptions of their own to how they viewed students, what 
it means to be literate, and how schools should work in a classroom setting just as the students 
have their own perceptions in the same areas. Teachers grasped, over time, that their own habits 
affected their work, it was clear that they “could see that both they and their students brought 
their home habits into the classroom, and that they had previously judged their students’ habits 
by the norms and the interactions” of not only the townspeople, but of their own perceptions 
(Heath, 1983). Often these communication systems at home were primarily oral, but the schools 
were often seen as honoring the written mode of communication as opposed to oral 
communication. She found that often teachers would not realize their own subjectivities about 
these students until they were journaling about their experiences as teachers. Heath (1983) 
suggested that “without having been entirely conscious of their patterns of distinguishing social 
and academic behaviors, teachers found they had recorded primarily attitudes or activities which 
centered around patterns of responding to and using oral and written language” (p. 269).   
Literacy leadership for middle school principals. 
Marks’s and Printy’s (2003) integrated leadership model was a study performed on 
schools in various locations, mostly in urban centers in the southeastern United States. The study 
focused on a combination of instructional leadership and shared distributive leadership. Their 
evidence showed that schools with strong principal leadership, and particularly schools where 
principals used the integrated leadership model, had the strongest literacy programs. This study 






Literacy leadership as described by Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) suggests a 
framework for literacy leadership using the model of Marks’ and Printy’s (2003) integrated 
leadership model. This empirical study was derived from asking experts and leaders how a 
literacy program would work in a school setting. After compiling all the research, they found that 
there were five themes that emerged, and these themes are used as the framework for guiding 
effective literacy leadership: 
• content knowledge  
• knowledge of best practices spanning developmental age ranges and content areas 
• provide school structure to support literacy  
• literacy environment and management systems, and  
• developing a literacy mission and monitoring and evaluation of literacy instruction 
(Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012, p. 12) 
 
This study found that the knowledge the principal has around literacy instruction, 
measurement, and achievement was just as important as the principal’s understanding of school 
culture, school structure, and the school community.  A notable key to the success of the literacy 
programs was the principal’s relationship to staff members in the building. Principals that had 
stronger relationships with teachers and other staff members were seen as being more effective in 
literacy capacity and literacy leadership (Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012). This study 
presents a unique perspective in that it integrates transformational, instructional, and literacy 
leadership into an empirical study; however, it was completed at the elementary school level. 
The research field lacks in the investigation of literacy leadership at the middle school level; 






lack of information for principals who are newly hired and have no background in literacy or are 
in a location where literacy is a vital goal for success. 
According to Irvin, Meltzer, and Dukes (2007), there are several things that principals can 
do to establish an effective literacy plan. Principals can:   
• create a strong literacy team to guide literacy and provide teachers with support 
and resources  
• offer professional development to build leadership capacity in the area of literacy  
• increase their knowledge and skills in identifying successful school improvement 
strategies that the literacy team believes are needed to make meaningful decisions 
built on research findings and best practices  
• take steps to increase teachers’ involvement in the decision-making process; and  
• connect incentives to teacher participation and show the impact of teachers’ 
participation on decisions. (p. 183-184) 
 
Literacy leadership is essential in making each of the instructional practices described 
above to be effective at any school level, including in middle schools. Irvin, Meltzer, and Duke 
(2007) describe literacy leadership as playing two roles that are necessary to the effective 
function of a literacy program. The two roles are to create a vision that stakeholders can support 
and getting everyone on board. In addition to the two roles that school leaders must play, they 
have to have effective data on students’ reading and writing, measurable literacy goals, and 
specific action steps. They establish that one of the most important things in a literacy plan is 
setting the vision and establishing a literacy team at the school that oversees the instruction, 
training, and data collection that correlate to the overall literacy vision (Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 






Hall, Burns, and Edwards (2011) describe aspects of reading and literacy classrooms and 
programs that help struggling readers to perform. They state that by regularly practicing and 
reinforcing elementary structures with increasing interest and appreciation, formerly 
marginalized (or struggling) readers can become fluent in reading and writing. Teachers must 
provide opportunities for students to experience and discuss texts in relevant and rigorous ways. 
Another important aspect of literacy for students who are struggling in middle school requires 
not only knowing what area they are struggling in as a reader (comprehension, vocabulary, 
phonics, fluency, etc.), but also knowing a students’ strengths and providing ways for students to 
use those strengths while learning how to navigate around their struggling areas. A principal 
must understand the context of literacy and sound literacy practices.  
Literacy instruction in a middle school is aimed at improving a student’s ability to read, 
write, and communicate within a particular content area. Education has often prescribed different 
rules to being literate without looking at where students come from and what knowledge they 
may already bring to the table as literate persons. Paulo Friere and Donaldo Macedo (1987) 
describe reading and the act of reading as it relates to understanding the world and the word. 
They argue that reading is not just the decoding of the words in a text, but the words on the page 
are preceded by an understanding and an interaction with the world. Simply put, “language and 
reality are dynamically interconnected” (p. 29). They provide that teaching literacy is about 
bridging the gap between what students know about the world and how they interpret a written 
text. For them teaching literacy and literate practices is always about understanding first that 
“reading the world always precedes reading the word, and reading the word implies continually 
reading the world” (p. 35). Knowing that students have to understand the world before they can 






language, at least in some degree, and in various ways as they coincide with their home 
community(s) (p. 34-36). In a middle school setting, this means applying literacy concepts and 
prior knowledge from their home community(s) to how content area information is delivered in a 
text and interpreted by students. A principal who is concerned with literacy needs to be able to 
identify and clearly provide effective feedback in these areas.  
Heath and Mangiola (1991) describe the difference between literate behaviors and 
literacy skills. Often literacy skills are seen as the ability to read, write, and decipher a language, 
but literate behaviors are ways of learning. Heath and Mangiola state that being literate requires 
students to be able to:  
• interpret texts  
• say what they mean 
• tie them into personal experience,  
• link them with other texts,  
• explain and argue with passages of text,  
• make predictions based on text,  
• hypothesize outcomes and related situations 
• compare and evaluate, and talk about doing all of the above. (p. 41)  
Using of skills that tap into student’s prior knowledge, while also teaching them to maneuver a 
text with literate behaviors will carry them through interpreting a text. Successful literacy 
programs in middle schools need to have components of understanding text features and 






Conley (1989) describes the leadership function of the principal in successful middle and 
junior high school literacy programs as detrimental to its success. A key facet of literacy 
programs in middle schools is that the integration of literacy to all content area teachers and 
subjects, becausee middle school is organized by content. Literacy cannot be taught in isolation. 
Conley provides that principals and administrators must carefully plan interdisciplinary teams to 
work together to teach across content areas. Content area teachers may not be experts in teaching 
reading, but the teachers should be able to provide literacy strategies once they have been 
coached or received adequate professional development.   
Conley (1989) recommends the following five areas for implementing and developing 
successful reading program for middle and high school students:  
• involve reading specialists, content area teachers, principals, and the district in the 
planning, 
• base your program on clear goals for the role reading should playing what and 
how students learn in your building,  
• use reading materials and instruction, even for remedial and corrective programs, 
that emphasize success and independence with students own content area books, 
• integrate guided reading activities with whole class and small group discussion… 
• plan reading programs so that they are implemented over long periods of time. (p. 
89) 
 The principal has an important role in establishing literacy as important in their buildings.  
Wepner (1989) argues that because most principals have a lack of reading expertise, they will 
automatically rely upon classroom teachers, reading specialists, and/or central office staff to 






this is insufficient for effective literacy and reading programs in schools. The principal has to not 
only set the standard, but also understand and be a creator of the standard. This requires that they 
understand good reading instruction and be able to recognize, deliver, and transmit what good 
reading and literacy instruction looks like in classrooms. Wepner acknowledges that the principal 
cannot establish an effective literacy or reading program alone in schools, but they must be the 
cornerstone piece in the plan creation and dissemination.  Principals as literacy leaders should 
diagnose teachers’ strengths and weaknesses, assist or model effective classroom instruction, 
build support from parents and community, work with specialists in- and outside the building, 
provide immediate and detailed feedback around instruction, create policy change, and provide 
all the resources needed to implement sound literacy and reading practices in the building 
(Wepner, 1989). Principals must monitor and improve teacher instruction in literacy skills for all 
students (Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007). In order to improve instruction, literacy strategies 
should be infused at every area of the school and not just on the surface level. They must be 
couched in the mission, vision, daily instructional techniques, professional development, and in 
the beliefs that teachers hold.   
Impact of Teacher Perceptions of Principals 
Teacher perceptions matter because they relate to job performance, happiness within the 
organization, effective work relations, successful student relations, student academic success and 
growth, as well as a host of other factors. Teacher perceptions are often measured, at least in 
part, by their reactions to decisions made at the school or decisions about the school made from 
outside the school’s doors.   
Niesche (2011) provides some examples of effects of teacher’s perceptions of their 






belief that a good principal “builds good relationships with staff, students, colleagues and state 
education authorities” (p. 120). The principal, who is named Ruth in this example, described her 
own perceptions as “…I’m feeling very clumsy, it’s like beginning teachers, they have a limited 
repertoire of ideas…I was being pointy and making a decision and I needed to be flatter” (p. 
123). When two teachers who work for Ruth were asked about their perceptions of her transition 
to a new school, they stated:  
she is a very good people person. I find that she is very open to suggestions and ideas. 
She’s willing to give people a go…” and another stated: “good because she doesn’t lay 
the law down but she’s got a friendly approach.  She’s open to offers and open to 
criticism or help…she’s a laid back type of person. (p. 122)  
In the study, Ruth was transitioning to a new principal role in a school undergoing major 
transformation. Most teachers and community members were very happy with the prior 
principal, who was there a short time (Niesche, 2011). Ruth’s perceptions of herself show that 
she feels that she may have been too pointy and not understanding, but the teachers’ perceptions 
seem to be positive and compare her to being “open” and “laid back.”   
 In Niesche’s (2011) study, the principals were able to see themselves and the perceptions 
teachers’ had of them in a reflective way in order to engage the school and focus the change they 
wanted to create.  Niesche argues that principals have to be able to “enhance their understanding 
of their competing subjectivities, thus enabling them to reflect and work on their practice for the 
betterment of their students, schools and themselves as principals” (p. 137). Niesche uses 
Foucault’s theories of leadership, social positioning, and power against principal’s behaviors, 






professionally with their roles and jobs” (p. 137). In this study, the position of the self as it 
relates to the roles of principal is more important than a list of do’s and don’ts.     
 Hauserman, Ivankova, and Stick (2013) conducted a mixed methods study using surveys, 
interviews, and observations of teacher perceptions about their principals and their use of 
transformational leadership. Some principals were determined to be more transformational than 
others, but teachers commented on perceptions that were true of all principals in the study, 
regardless of how transformational they were perceived to be. One common perception that 
teachers described effective principals as being “highly visible consistently throughout the 
school,…approachable, available, and accessible…fostered leadership among all teachers as they 
sought to empower staff” (p. 52).   
 Devine and Alger (2011) conducted a study on teacher perceptions of their principal and 
other instructional leaders in the building. The study found that teachers view instructional 
leaders as more transformational. The researchers concluded based on this data as well as that 
from prior studies that “rather than principals controlling and coordinating a school community 
through more transactional leadership practices,” creating a culture where teachers become 
leaders and share leadership, which presents a more effective view from teacher’s perceptions 
(Devine & Alger, 2011, p. 14). This study exemplifies that teacher leadership, transformational 
leadership, and distributive leadership are viewed as more positive than a top-down, transactional 
approach to leadership through teacher’s perceptions.      
 Sergiovanni and Beatty (2008) assert that teachers’ emotions are extremely relevant and 
play a factor not only on their job satisfaction, but overall performance and therefore student 
achievement as well. Often administrators dismiss these emotions as not important or as 






a potent and largely untapped resource, which educational leaders need to understand better if 
they are to be directly and intentionally” geared towards the student achievement (p. 2). They 
state that “emotions guide our thinking in ways that allow us to act ‘sensibly’ under conditions of 
uncertainty” (p.7). If teachers act under positive conditions where their emotions are positive, 
then the school organization as a whole benefits, including student achievement.   
 The research on the area of teachers’ perceptions about principals is more limited than 
that on teacher’s perceptions of students, particularly as they relate to how teachers’ perceptions 
affect discipline and academic performance. While some, such as Sergiovanni and Beatty (2008), 
provide a glimpse into the impact of teachers’ emotions, others such as Hauserman, Ivankova, & 
Stick (2013) focus on the impact of teachers’ perceptions of leadership style. In this study, 
teachers preferred a transformational leadership style over more transactional leadership styles. 
Reio (2005) adds to Sergiovanni and Beatty’s focus on the importance of teacher emotions and 
suggests that teacher emotions are critical to school change and reform. He argues that emotions 
are a vital component to understand, especially in regards to change and reform in instructional 
practices.  
Summary 
Throughout the literature on principal leadership, common threads indicate that principals 
have to exhibit myriad different strategies and characteristics from meta, macro, and micro 
levels. The literature clearly shows that principals can have an effect on student achievement, but 
the effect is indirect. Their greatest impact is on teachers’ instruction and delivery, which then 
has a direct impact on student achievement. Principals can use meta, macro, and micro levels of 






middle school setting is investigated as it relates to the leadership principles from meta, macro, 
and micro levels of educational leadership.  
Principals have to be effective through the eyes of teachers, students, parents, and other 
community members. Therefore, the perceptions of teachers towards their principals are just as 
important as the perceptions that teachers carry of students. Effective leaders have to be 
managers as well as leaders; they have to exhibit meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership. 
Micro level leadership such as day-to-day tasks should be used to guide the functioning of the 
school; however, one of the most common threads in leadership literature is the use of meta and 
macro levels of leadership such as shared, transformational, instructional, and distributive 
leadership. According to studies, principals who have used one of these or a combination of 
these principles have been the most successful in improving student achievement and closing the 
achievement gap.  
Literacy leadership must encompass the use of human capital such as strong literacy 
specialists or focus in the school or district; however, the principal must have a sound 
understanding of effective literacy practices. For middle schools, literacy instruction must be 
across all content areas such as math, science, health, social studies, etc. Literacy cannot be 
taught in isolation from its content in middle schools. This means that all content area teachers 
must be fully trained, confident, and able to teach literacy strategies and literate practices within 











CHAPTER III: METHODS 
Introduction: Case Study Method 
A case study focuses intently on one case and looks at that case deeply. As Schram 
(2006) states, a case study’s “strategic value lies in its ability to draw attention to what can be 
learned from the single case” (p. 107). Case studies fall into three main types: intrinsic, 
instrumental, and collective. This study is an instrumental case study, because it focuses on one 
case in order to provide a perspective into a particular issue that could be unique to this situation 
(Stake, 2000). Case study methods are preferred when behaviors are not modified (Yin, 2009). In 
this study, where the question is how a principal’s leadership influences literacy instruction, it 
presents an opportunity to examine the behaviors of the principal and teachers without modifying 
any behaviors (Creswell, 2012). 
Yin (2009) posits that there are five rationales for using the case study method. They are as 
follows: 
• when it represents the critical case in testing a well-formulated theory  
• where the case represents an extreme or unique case 
• a single case is the representative or typical case 
• where the case is the revelatory case, or 
• the case is the longitudinal case; studying at least two or more different points in 
time. (p. 47-49)   
This case study is relevant based upon two rationales. One rationale is that this case study 






rationale is that the data also proves to be a revelatory case where this particular principal and 
this middle school are working on literacy, and other middle schools and middle school 
principals are not necessarily focusing on literacy (Yin, 2009). Most prior research suggests that 
literacy leadership and literacy focus does not usually happen in a middle school setting, but does 
often happen in an elementary setting; therefore, this case is also a more revelatory case. This 
case study, which revealed something revelatory because of the lack of research in this area, 
provides a description of the school and how the principal influences literacy instruction in an in-
depth way.  
Welch et al. (2011) present four areas of case study research as explained by their 
research in case study language and data analysis. The four methods of theorizing from case 
studies are: inductive theory building, natural experiment, interpretive sense-making, and 
contextualized explanation (p. 750). For this case study, the use of grounded theory lends the 
findings and analysis to interpretive sense-making where the emphasis is on contextualization 
and low on casual explanation (p. 750). This case study works within the interpretive sense-
making quadrant, because the findings are “illuminating and providing insight” and there are no 
“specific references to causes” (p. 750). Although causal relationships were not the focus of 
interpretive sense-making case studies, Welch et al. (2011) found that there are often “causal 
language used” such as “effects” or “influences,” but the interpretations of how the words are 
used in context was determined by how it was described in this one case or example (p. 753). As 
Welch et al. (2011) explain, case studies with interpretive sense-making also often acknowledge 
their own self as part of the sense making instead of excluding the researcher’s influence on the 







Research Site and Participants 
The school site is Red Laurel Middle School in North Carolina, where the principal, Mr. 
Stone, focuses on literacy instruction across the content areas. When selecting the site of the 
school, the demographics of the school were taken into consideration. This aligns with Dowell, 
Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) and Marks and Printy (2003), who studied schools in the urban 
South that had moderate to high populations of students from poverty. Based on research, the 
criteria for determining the school site was a middle school that has at least 40% or higher ED 
(Economically Disadvantaged), a principal who focused on literacy instruction, and a site that 
had shown an increase in proficiency on the North Carolina EOG Reading test. Although a 
causal relationship between the school’s proficiency scores and the principal’s focus on literacy 
strategies is not directly measured in this case study, the value of focusing on a school that was 
not atypical provides a unique case to go deeper into what was happening at this particular 
school. Red Laurel Middle School met all those criteria. Red Laurel Middle School made 
adequate to above average progress on the North Carolina End of Grade (NC EOG) reading test 
in for the last three years.   
When selecting the principal at Red Laurel Middle School, a principal pre-screening 
interview was conducted before the study began. The purpose of the interview was to ensure that 
the principal, Mr. Stone, and Red Laurel Middle School were a match for this study. Specifically, 
the interview focused on how the principal focused on literacy instruction. After the selection of 
the site was finalized, the research acquired IRB (Institutional Review Board) approval from the 








Selection of Site Participants 
After the principal and school were chosen, four teachers within the school were selected 
as a sampling of the entire staff. The teachers were selected using a survey tool that was 
delivered online and can be found in Appendix A. The survey was designed to depict teachers’ 
perceptions of the principal’s leadership style and focus on literacy instruction. The survey was 
given to all teachers at Red Laurel Middle School about a week after school began, which 
allowed time for planning for the study as well as time for hectic teacher schedules to add less 
stress to teachers’ numerous job expectations.   
Questions on the survey were created based on research from educational and literacy 
leadership in order to provide a glimpse of teachers’ perceptions on the principal’s leadership 
and his focus on literacy instruction. Each question has a rating from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree. A last option for teachers on the survey was not sure. The total points for each survey 
response was compiled using a Likert scale ranging from 0-65. The Likert scale was used to 
determine how the teachers perceived the principal in order to create less bias and more validity 
in data collection. Since all teachers were not interviewed, the Likert scale was used to determine 
which four teachers to interview and observe for this study.  
Four teachers were selected based on their rating score from the survey, their responses to 
the background questions, and short answer questions. Two teachers who scored the principal’s 
leadership and literacy instructional focus on the highest end of the scale (between 45-65 points) 
were selected. The other two teachers were chosen from teachers who scored on the lower end of 
the scale (between 0-20 points). After every teacher completed the survey, teachers who had 
scores within those ranges were sorted by grade level and content area. The intent was to keep 






teachers’ scores who fell in that range from the survey results, the grade level was kept 
consistent, but the selected four teachers came from different content areas. In this way, the four 
selected teachers were used as a sample to reflect how Red Laurel Middle School perceived Mr. 
Stone and his leadership on literacy instruction since two high scoring and two low scoring 
teachers were selected.  
Role of Researcher 
My role in this case study is a non-participant observer (Glesne, 2011). I am an observer 
first and did not interact with giving advice or assisting teachers in any way during the 
observations or interviews. I am an observer as I investigated this particular principal at this 
particular research site; however, I am neither an employee of this school, this school’s district, 
nor am I connected to the school through parents or the community in any way. I am a 
participant in that my role outside this research study is a school middle school administrator 
who evaluates, coaches, and advise middle school teachers in another North Carolina school 
district.      
My positionality is that I am a white, homosexual, middle school administrator who has 
all of his teaching and educational career experience at the middle school level. I have worked in 
three similar, high poverty, Title I, urban middle schools in various areas of the South. I am also 
a licensed science and language arts teacher with a background in teaching both, but my most 
passionate teaching experiences come from my reading intervention classes. My viewpoint is 
that relationships are vital at the middle school level in every way imaginable. I also believe that 
this relationship is vital for the engagement of students and their focus in the classroom. Both the 
relationships that students and teachers feel in a middle school, and the level of student 






arts and reading intervention teacher and current middle school administrator, I feel passionate 
about the need for this type of research and acknowledge the lack of examples and perspective(s) 
available in this area of research. I also acknowledge that impact and its limitations on the 
findings of this study, but I see the need for examples of cases that practicing and prospective 
principals can use specific to things that are unique to the middle school structure and 
atmosphere. I also acknowledge that being a practicing administrator and former teacher has a 
large impact on how I perceive and analyze the data in this study.  
I am a social constructivist in that I believe all knowledge is situational and dependent 
upon the context of how it is derived. Social constructivism centers around the belief that all 
knowledge and the way we come to understand and interpret meaning comes from the 
interactions with language, our access to social and cultural capital and the context in which 
these instances occur (Bakhtin, 2001; Bordieu, 1984). As Bakhtin (2001) suggests about the way 
we know and interact with language, language is the most important tool we have in which to 
understand the world. He states that language and “the word is the purest and most sensitive 
medium of social intercourse” (p. 1213). He argues that the degree to which we can understand 
and interpret anything has to be based on how language is used and the context in which it is 
used. He states that the “degree to which an experience is perceptible, distinct, and formulated is 
directly proportional to the degree to which it is socially oriented” through the use of language 
and the experience of the self “I” and the “we” (p. 1216). This is relevant for this case study, as 
the words gathered from interviews and observation from both the participants and my own 
interpretation of them are based on my personal experience and viewpoint. They shape the way 
in which the data is analyzed. Bordieu (1984) suggests that the degree to which a person has 






conditions in that culture. Therefore social, cultural, educational, and economic capital all have a 
way of producing power. This is relevant in this case study as it shows a connection to the way 
perception is influenced by our own backgrounds and knowledge.   
The analysis and data collected is analyzed by someone who is both and insider and an 
outsider. I am an insider as I am the educational leadership field and I have a wealth of 
experience with middle school teaching, leadership, and instruction. I am an outsider at Red 
Laurel Middle School as I am not connected to it in any way—personally or academically. I 
recognize that if the data were collected by someone outside of the educational leadership field, 
and with a different personal background, the analysis and interpretation would yield different 
findings and possibly an overall different focus.   
Data Collection 
Data collection included observations and interviews of the principal and the four 
teachers. Documents that the principal used to promote, transmit, describe, or disseminate his 
expectations of literacy instruction were also collected and analyzed. The documents were 
chosen based on the need and recommendations from principal or the four selected teachers as 
the data was collected.   
Observations  
 Observations were conducted of both the principal and the four selected teachers. Field 
notes were completed of each observation. A checklist, derived from the initial principal 
interview, was included for each teacher and principal observation. These were used to keep the 
focus on the research question and create more validity in the study. This also allowed for a 
gauge of how often the teachers were enacting the focus areas indicated from the principal. An 






The example of the field note form for teacher observations can be found in Appendix C. These 
forms are derived from Creswell (2012) and Glesne (2011) using both analytic and descriptive 
notes as well as incorporating a checklist of observed literacy strategies and literate practices 
expected by the principal from the initial principal interview.   
I observed the principal and his interactions with the teachers and staff members during 
activities such as staff meetings, department meetings, parent-teacher meetings, hall duties or 
monitoring, and other meetings. There were ten observations conducted for the study. The focus 
of these observations was to gain an understanding of the principal’s leadership and how the 
focus on literacy was enacted. Overall, I wanted to understand some of the following questions: 
What language or messages are sent to teachers about literacy instruction? How do teachers 
respond to these messages, language, and communication?  
Direct observations were conducted in each of the four teacher’s classrooms during 
literacy as well as content instruction. Each of the teachers were observed one to two times every 
two weeks. The total number of observations for each teacher was between four and five times a 
quarter. There was between 16-20 observations for each of the four teachers over the course of 
the school year, bringing the total number of teacher observations for all four teachers in this 
study to between 65-80. The focus of the teacher observations was on gathering data around the 
checklist created from the initial principal interview. Teachers were told about the study and my 
role observing during the literacy block and content instruction. Teachers also knew ahead of 
time that observations would happen throughout the day and on various days, but they did not 
know what items were on the checklist, because this information could potentially skew the data.  
Observations were conducted during the literacy block as well as during content area 






both the literacy block as well as literacy instruction that was happening during content area 
instruction. Literacy instruction was considered instruction that deals with engaging students in 
understanding reading and writing in their content areas or interpreting nonfictional text within 
their content area. This means that it could involve the use of texts, oral expression of reading, 
using graphic organizers or other strategies to read or interpret a text, silent reading, or writing 
instruction regardless of the content area. The text in use can vary from informational to 
fictional. The purpose of the assignment could vary according to the lesson and any prior 
lessons.  
Interviews  
The interviews were semi-structured with a distinct set of question stems for both the 
teachers and the principal (Glesne, 2011). In the interviews, participants were made to feel as 
comfortable as possible, so that the researcher gathered a more detailed picture of Mr. Stone’s 
leadership style, choices, and perspective(s). This is why question stems and follow up probes 
were used to stimulate the participant in providing more detailed descriptions (Creswell, 2012). 
Getting as close to a conversational interview structure as possible was important in helping the 
principal and teachers feel comfortable during the interviews. The interviews were designed so 
that during the process, I was able to follow the line of inquiry as well as to ask questions in a 
conversational way (Yin, 2009).   
A total of three interviews were completed with the principal. The first took place before 
the start of school, one during the middle of the study, and the last near the end of the study. 
Each interview was approximately an hour long and was transcribed. All interviews were audio 






participants. Interviews were conducted at both Red Laurel Middle School or other sites selected 
by the participants.  
I conducted the initial interview approximately two weeks before the start of the school 
year. The goal of the first interview was to get an idea of the literacy vision, how Mr. Stone 
delivers the vision to the school, get to know Mr. Stone, build rapport with him, and learn how – 
through the principal’s eyes – literacy instruction was being implemented at Red Laurel Middle 
School. After this interview was transcribed, a checklist of literacy strategies and focus 
principles was compiled to use during the observations as described above in the observations 
section.  
The second interview focused on how the principal perceives the literacy vision being 
implemented. The final interview was completed at the end of the study. The focus of the last 
interview was to sum up any unanswered questions, get the final perspective from the principal, 
ask about his reflections on the literacy vision, and hear any last thoughts he wanted to share.  
Appendix D provides the interview question stems typical probes for the initial principal 
interview.  
The selected teachers were each interviewed three times: an initial, mid, and end of study 
interview. Each interview was between 20-30 minutes and was transcribed. The first interview 
was done near the beginning of the school year. The purpose of the first interview was to 
establish a rapport with the teachers, learn about their background, and build knowledge of their 
understanding of the literacy vision at the middle school. The interview question stems and 
probes for the initial interview are found in Appendix E.   
The second interview focused on gaining more knowledge about teachers’ perception of 






implementing the literacy strategies and plans for future. It also focused on how they may feel 
supported or not supported in their abilities to implement the literacy strategies. Interviews 
allowed me a chance to ask any follow-up questions based on what was observed in the 
observations as well. Any remaining details, reflections, or segments from the teachers was also 
included in the last interview.  
Documents  
Documents were collected from the principal and from the teachers based on their 
recommendations as they became available or they were connected to the literary focus areas. 
The School Improvement Plan, meeting agendas or notes, handouts from faculty meetings, or 
any other documents directly connected to the dissemination of the principal’s literacy focus 
were considered as a source of documents to analyze. These documents provided strength for 
this case study research because they were a stable and exact source of data over longer periods 
of time. Interviews or observations may not always provide this view of what is happening at the 
school over time (Yin, 2009). They provided information about prior years from the district or 
the school that may not have come out in the interviews or observations.    
In staying consistent with grounded theory approach, archived and physical artifacts were 
considered as they became relevant or were indicated by Mr. Stone or a teacher during the course 
of the study. The documents that were chosen were excerpts from a textbook that was used for 
literacy instruction, the district walkthrough tool, as well as the School Improvement Plan. Each 
of these were collected because they were indicated by Mr. Stone or the four teachers to be 
relevant to informing the focus of literacy at Red Laurel Middle School.  
 Any archived documents that were aligned to the history of the school or the principal’s 






documents that may have been used in the past provided a more detailed, historical vision of the 
school site and/or the principal’s leadership (Yin, 2009). Records that were considered for 
analysis were files, organizational records, charts of prior strategies, prior literacy focus (if any), 
or survey data, etc. For this study, there were no archived items used as they were not noted by 
teachers or by Mr. Stone during the course of the study. In fact, in interviews, teachers and Mr. 
Stone indicated that literacy instruction and strategies had not been a focus before Mr. Stone 
came to Red Laurel Middle School.  
Any other physical artifacts that were important to the principal or the vision for literacy 
were also considered; however, those items were determined while collecting other sources of 
data such as interviews or observations. For this study, no particular physical artifact was 
determined to be important for this study. Mr. Stone did not indicate the use of any physical 
artifact items connected to the focus on literacy.  
Data Coding and Analysis 
 The data was analyzed as it was being collected. Member checks were completed after 
the data was collected. The participants read their interview and observation data as it was 
collected and provided feedback. Memoing was used to take notes after each observation, 
interview, or document was collected at the actual time it was collected, instead of waiting until 
later to describe and write about the data. This helped to keep the data and event(s) fresh to 
capture what was happening instead of waiting until a later time when that information could be 
forgotten and become skewed. As the transcribing and memoing were happening in the analysis 
and collection of data, member checks ensured that my interpretation of the data collected was 
correct and not too far off base from what the participant was addressing. Data analysis focused 






2012; Nicholls, 1987; Yin, 2000) as it relates to meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership and 
Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing’s (2012) literacy leadership framework.  
Grounded methodology was used as a method to analyze the data, because of the typical, 
but deep nature of this study. Grounded methodology is sensitive to individuals and their 
viewpoints, and it describes an answer to a particular situation (Corbin & Strauss, 2008: 
Creswell, 2012). In this study, the data collected was used to generate an idea or process about 
how a middle school principal’s leadership influences literacy instruction. Since grounded 
methodology is based on the data collected and describes one situation, the generated process or 
situation is not an encompassing one, but one that applies only to this or very similar situations 
(Creswell, 2012). 
I created a framework from the literature on educational leadership and literacy 
leadership to analyze the data collected. As the data was collected, it was compared to the 
research in these areas. The data map in Figure 3.1 shows how the framework from the research 







Figure 3.1: Data Map for Mr. Stone’s Leadership and Influence on Literacy Instruction 
 
Figure 3.1.  Data Map for Mr. Stone’s Leadership and Influence on Literacy Instruction. This 
map shows how the data is organized and analyzed to explain how Mr. Stone’s leadership 
influences literacy instruction in the building. The left side shows literacy leadership research 







Coding the Data Collected   
To begin the analysis, all interviews were transcribed shortly after they took place. Once 
the interviews were transcribed, codes from NVivo were developed using the autocode feature to 
create less bias in coding. NVivo is a software program that organizes, codes, and analyzes large 
amounts of qualitative and quantitative data. This aligns with Glaser (1992) and the grounded 
theory design. Principal and teacher interviews were transcribed, files were uploaded into 
NVivo, and the autocode feature was used to search for common themes throughout the 
interviews. The autocode feature was used because the program determines themes or nodes 
based on algorithms, word frequency, and word usage instead of coding each document myself, 
which adds more elements of bias. NVivo codes were used from the interviewee’s own, actual 
words instead of creating words because this aligns with grounded theory using the participants’ 
word choices (Creswell, 2012). This also gave more importance to the word choice that the 
participants used as well lending to social constructivist notions of meaning created within the 
context of the study (Bakhtin, 2001; Bordieu, 1984). These codes were then interpreted as they 
aligned to the literature frameworks provided in literacy leadership as well as educational 
leadership.   
Most of the interviews were conducted at Red Laurel Middle School. A few were done 
over the phone when necessary due to snow days or hurricane days during the school year. They 
were all conversational in nature with pre-determined interview question stems and probes, 
which can be found in Appendices D through I for initial, mid, and end interviews. The second 
and third interview question stems and probes were derived based on the observations as well as 
other questions that came up during the study as they related to the overall research question, 






During the analysis, there were nodes created from the autocode feature that were not 
useful or were just based on language use. Those nodes were deleted for clarity because they 
showed no relevance to the research question. For example, the node “this” came up as it was 
used often in the interview. That code was deleted as it contained no real connection to the 
research question. If a node or two were used in similar ways to another, usually larger node, 
those smaller nodes were merged into the larger. For example, the node “social studies 
curriculum,” and “social studies teacher” were combined to the node “social studies” which was 
then combined to be part of the “content area” node, as they were all talking generally about the 
social studies and to a larger extent, content areas. This was completed to better organize the 
nodes from NVivo to align back to the research question.  
The checklist derived from the initial principal interview was used during the teacher’s 
observations to make connections between their instruction in the classroom and the principal’s 
literacy focus and expectations. The number of times a teacher did or did not use these 
components was recorded and used as a comparison against the principal’s use or expectations. 
Likewise, the number of times Mr. Stone referenced those items on his checklist was also 
recorded. How the teacher and principal makes those connections was analyzed. During coding, 
the checklist from the initial interview, which can be seen on the observation in Appendices B 
and C, was not used in searching in NVivo due to how that code would skew the results. The 
checklist was not used in the search items; only the notes taken were searched in NVivo.  
Collected documents were analyzed using the same codes from the interviews and 
observations. In this way, a pattern or connection could be formed that helps explain the 
principal’s influence on literacy instruction and how it was perceived and acted upon by 






Throughout the collection and analysis process as well as after all data was analyzed, a 
description of how the principal’s leadership influences literacy instruction was explained using 
constant comparison of the interviews, observations, and documents (Creswell, 2012). These 
comparisons and data were then classified as meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership and 
how they connect to or do not connect to literacy leadership frameworks (Conley, 1989; Dowell, 
Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Hall, Burns, & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; 
Marks & Printy, 2003). Appendix K provides the matrix that was used to analyze the constant 
comparison of data collected at Red Laurel Middle School. A codebook that was derived from 
the data collected is found in Appendix J. This codebook was derived from the autocodes in 
NVivo. These emergent patterns and their relation to Mr. Stone’s leadership for literacy 











CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS  
Introduction  
 This chapter provides findings from the data collected. It starts with the overview, 
research question, and details about the research site and participants. The chapter then provides 
findings from interviews, observations, and documents. A detailed analysis is provided as the 
data collected relates to meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership (Nicholls, 1987), and the 
literacy leadership framework presented in Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) as well as 
other literacy leadership research: Conley (1989), Hall, Burns, and Edwards (2011), Irvin, 
Meltzer, and Duke (2007), and Marks and Printy (2003).   
Overview of Research Study 
 This study focuses on how a middle school principal’s leadership influences literacy 
instruction. It investigates the levels of leadership that a principal engages in and specifically 
how they influence literacy strategies and literate practices. This study investigates one middle 
school to describe how this principal’s leadership influences literacy instruction. Nicholls’s 
(1987) meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership were used as a lens to organize the research 
from educational leadership. This framework was then coupled with research in literacy 
leadership from Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) as well as Conley (1989), Hall, Burns, 
and Edwards (2011), Irvin, Meltzer, and Duke (2007), and Marks and Printy (2003) to analyze 
how the principal influences literacy instruction. After the data was collected, transcribed, and 








This case study investigates the role of a principal’s leadership on literacy instruction and 
how that leadership is perceived by the teachers in the building. The main research question and 
smaller, related questions are: 
• Major Question: How does a principal’s leadership influence literacy instruction 
in a middle school setting?  
• Related Questions: How is this literacy leadership and the principal’s leadership 
decisions interpreted and perceived by teachers? How does the principal’s 
leadership influence overall teacher instruction?  
 
To answer the research question, interviews, observations, and documents were collected 
and analyzed. Autocodes were ran by the program NVivo to keep the analysis less biased. A 
large amount of data presented several opportunities to lead the researcher down various paths, 
but the scope of this research question is on how the principal’s leadership influences literacy 
instruction in a middle school. After all data was collected, member checks were performed by 
the participants as described in the methods. Participants were allowed to read the collected 
interviews and observation data to see if it accurately described what was said or observed.  
The Site and Its Leadership 
 The middle school selected for the study was Red Laurel Middle School in North 
Carolina. Red Laurel Middle School is a pseudonym for the middle school and will be used to 
reference the school throughout the study. The school was chosen based on the principal’s work 
with literacy and his willingness to be a participant in the study. This school site was also 
selected because Red Laurel Middle School has shown improvement in their proficiency scores 






reading scores. He was also recommended by the central office for this type of study. All of 
these criteria are described in the methods section. This study does not attempt to make a causal 
analysis or relationship between the student growth data and the principal’s leadership. This 
study investigates the case and describes this particular example in leadership.  
About Red Laurel Middle School 
Red Laurel Middle School is considered an urban fringe school. The school follows a 
traditional calendar and is not designated as a magnet school. The school serves a variety of 
students from various settings including: rural, urban, and suburban settings. According to North 
Carolina School Report Cards, the overall school student population had 702 students in 2017-
2018 and 785 students in the current school year, 2018-2019. The demographics consists of 
approximately 52% minority. The school is 40% Latino/Hispanic, 12% Black/African-American, 
and 48% White/Caucasian. Over half of the school, 57%, receive free and reduced lunch or are 
considered Economically Disadvantaged (ED). English Language Learner (ELL) students at Red 
Laurel Middle School make up almost half, 46%, of the total student population. This is a higher 
ELL percentage than the district average of 7.7% and state average of 14.3% (National Center 
for Educational Statistics, 2019). Figure 4.1 shows a breakdown of the demographics at Red 



















Figure 4.1. Demographics of Red Laurel Middle School. This charts shows the 




The school is not considered Title I, because the district decides that the school must have 
75% or higher free and reduced lunch rate to be considered a Title I school and to therefore 
receive Title I funding from the federal government. In the state of North Carolina, school 
districts decide within federal parameters how the districts will use the Title I funding. Red 
Laurel Middle School qualifies as a Title I school; however, this school district decides that 
elementary and K-2 level schools will receive the Title I school funds (Troppe et al, 2017.). In 
many other districts across the state, including neighboring school districts, this middle school 
would be classified as a Title I school.  
Data from the North Carolina School Report Card (2019) indicates that the school has a 
higher than average number of books per pupil in each classroom, both higher than the district 
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principal. According to the NC School Report Card (2019) monitoring system, the teacher 
turnover rate was 19.2% in 2016-2017, which is higher than the district average of 13.2% and the 
state average of 14.7% that school year. During the course of interviews with teachers and Mr. 
Stone, it was indicated that when Mr. Stone first came to Red Laurel Middle School, he 
implemented several new initiatives, and they felt that is why some staff members left. 
According to the NC School Report Card (2019) monitoring system, in 2017-2018 the teacher 
turnover rate was only 7.9%, which was very close to the district average of 7.5%, and much 
lower than the state average of 14.5%. In the same year, 2017-2018, the North Carolina Teacher 
Working Condition’s (TWC) survey results indicated that 98% of teachers and staff at this 
middle school either agreed or strongly agreed that this school was a good place to work (2018). 






involvement is minimal; as described by Mr. Stone, the parent involvement is fairly minimal but 
higher than some middle schools with similar populations.  
Red Laurel Middle School has seen growth in academic progress over recent years. As 
measured by the state of North Carolina End of Grade (EOG) tests, the school has grown from 
55% proficient in 2013-2014 to 67% proficient in 2017-2018, showing a 12% increase over five 
years (North Carolina School Report Card, 2018). This past year, 2017-2018, Red Laurel Middle 
School exceeded growth in all EOG tested areas. Overall, they increased three percentage points 
from the prior year to 67% proficient (North Carolina School Report Card, 2018). This data can 
be seen in Figure 4.2. Red Laurel Middle School was in the top 15% of schools in the state of 
North Carolina who showed the largest growth in 2017-2018 (North Carolina School Report 













Figure 4.2 Percent of Students Proficient over Time. This bar graph shows the percent of 
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Stone indicated in an interview that he fully expects and hopes that Red Laurel Middle School 
will be a B school at the end of the 2018-2019 school year. The EOG reading scores at this 
middle school have improved over time and are comparatively higher than their EOG math 
scores.. This data is relevant as it provides a picture of the school site; however, this study does 
not attempt to make causal relationships or suggestions about the impact of the leadership from 
the data. The research question does not suggest that the achievement scores are linked to or 
caused by Mr. Stone, his leadership, or the focus on literacy instruction. The question and case in 
this study is to describe how Mr. Stone influences literacy instruction at Red Laurel Middle 
School, where the achievement data and demographics are unique in relation to some other 
schools.  
A description of Mr. Stone and the four selected teachers is provided based on the 
interviews and other data collected to provide context to the research question. This was done to 
provide a detailed description of each participant while also providing context to the research 
question and aligning with the grounded theory approach.  
Mr. Stone: The principal of Red Laurel Middle School 
During the first interview, Mr. Stone felt comfortable and talked a lot about himself and 
his school as well as his other experiences. The interview lasted about 45 minutes. Mr. Stone 
started with some background on where he started as an educator and where he was raised as a 
child. He was approachable and open to talking about his experiences.  
Mr. Stone was a middle school language arts teacher before becoming Assistant Principal 
and then Principal. He was a Principal Fellow for North Carolina. He is currently working on 
pursuing his doctorate in Educational Leadership from a local institution here in North Carolina. 






gain new experiences. He ended up in a small town near the area where Red Laurel Middle 
School is located. He taught there for a while, then went back to Hawaii for a year. He then 
moved back to North Carolina to the same small town and was offered a permanent job there, 
where he also met someone and decided to stay in North Carolina. He was then accepted into the 
North Carolina Principal Fellows program and became Assistant Principal at an elementary 
school for two years, then a middle school Assistant Principal for two years. Shortly after that, he 
was a principal in an elementary school for four years before coming to Red Laurel Middle 
School.  
During interviews, Mr. Stone described his leadership style as “not a micromanager,” and 
good at relationships. He also felt that he needed to work on a “level of accountability” to 
“gradually releasing responsibility” to teachers and staff in the building. He indicated that he 
viewed himself as an instructional coach and put instruction and students first. Mr. Stone spoke 
of his vision for Red Laurel Middle School and the students there and indicated that “the hardest 
fight he has is mediocrity.” He added that he also has to work hard to keep teachers pushing 
students and focusing on student growth and relationships. As a leader he stated that one of the 
hardest things about leadership in general is “how do you keep the big picture, but also focus on 
the nuts and bolts of the issues.” He stated that “literacy is a focus” and “literacy instruction in 
core classes is an expectation,” but these statements were not part of a formal, written vision 
statement.  
Mr. Stone described an instructional leadership team that meets at the school several 
times over the summer to plan and then meets bi-weekly during the school year to discuss 
literacy and other instructional focus areas for Red Laurel Middle School. The instructional 






administrators (including Mr. Stone), a literacy coach, an AIG (Academically and Intellectually 
Gifted) coach, a digital learning and technology coach, a media specialist, and this year the team 
added a guidance counselor. In past years, Mr. Stone indicated that there was an AVID 
(Advancement Via Individual Determination) coach on the team, but this year they opted out of 
being a team member and the funding for the position has been a little difficult this year with 
budget cuts. Each member of the team has a focus area that they directly support and coach. This 
team makes decisions individually in their specialty area and as a whole for the direction of the 
school. They also monitor progress over the school year around instruction for Red Laurel 
Middle School.  
In terms of literacy instruction, the principal indicated that “teaching literacy was not just 
an ELA teacher’s job, but all teachers’ job.” One of the most important things that came up 
during the initial interview was that the school needs to be consistent and use the same language 
and terminology when teaching. He indicated that he uses the literacy coach, a 
teacher/curriculum coach position at the school, to specifically tailor instruction to students who 
are one or more grades behind. Also, this coach goes into classrooms to observe teachers and 
provide feedback. Mr. Stone also indicated that he goes in to observe teachers and provide 
feedback on a regular basis as well. When he described the school enrichment plan, it was a clear 
indication that he strategically plans for this literacy block. The literacy block is the very first 
class period in the school schedule, and all students have a literacy block—or enrichment—as he 
sometimes refers to it.  
The enrichment/literacy groups are determined based on individual student data. Reading 
Lexile’s and EOG reading scores are used to determine these literacy block groupings. A reading 






and teach during this time. The teachers focus on different areas as they relate to the needs of 
their particular group of students. Teachers work with students across their grade level. He 
indicated that these groups can and do change based on students’ needs and their own, individual 
growth. Students can exit an enrichment group or move up to a higher leveled enrichment group 
based on their performance, their Lexile improvement, or, at times, their stagnant performance. 
During the initial interview, he talked several times about being consistent and sticking to the 
plan as a whole staff. He stated that there’s a fine line between saying, “hey we are doing this, 
but in leaving flexibility for teacher to be part of the planning process.”  
Mr. Stone described his focus on literacy instruction during the initial interview. He 
stated that the prior year, 2017-2018, the school had focused as a whole school on small group 
instruction. This year, the language arts department is focusing on Lucy Calkins’s Units of Study 
curriculum that the district has adopted; this curriculum focuses on small group instruction and 
independent reading. He stated that he started with small group instruction as whole because of 
three things: [1] he knew that Units of Study was heavy in the small group instruction; [2] he 
knew it would be a struggle for the staff; and [3] it is an effective literacy strategy that can be 
used in every classroom with every content. Lucy Calkins is a writer for the K-8 curriculum 
called Units of Study, which is developed for teaching reading and writing in English language 
arts classes. Most of the units per a grade level are theme-based, which is common in language 
arts curriculum. The series focuses heavily on anchor charts, visualizing reading, phonics, and 
writing strategies in different content areas. The district where Red Laurel Middle School is 
located has adopted this curriculum for all middle school language arts.  
Mr. Stone indicated that he wanted social studies teachers to focus on writing. He wanted 






they were beginning that process. He also spoke of consistency in the delivery of literacy 
strategies. He wanted staff to use the same terminology when talking about literacy practices and 
strategies. He indicated that using anchor charts was an expectation for the entire staff. The focus 
that he described and how he described it shows thought and careful planning and school 
alignment towards a more long term-oriented goal. He discussed building up strategies instead of 
introducing all new things at one time.  
Mr. Stone discussed a need for a shift in how teachers approach the students at Red 
Laurel Middle School during the initial interview. He indicated that the school had only 40 
Hispanic/Latino students 10 years ago, but now Hispanic/Latino students make up 40% of the 
school population. He also added that this changed the percentage of ELL students to 46%, 
whereas it started at only around 8%. Mr. Stone stated that the culture at the school was focused 
on change; particularly, a change in how teachers and staff approach teaching for all students and 
continuing to push students, no matter where they come from. Mr. Stone stated that “we, as 
teachers and a school, have to keep pushing students, and not fall into ‘the bless your heart’ 
mentality.” His overall approach, beliefs, and vision are focused on instruction and literacy 
strategies, in particular, on pushing kids no matter where they start to their full potential, 
whatever that may be for them as an individual student. Along with this focus on literacy 
instruction, he also emphasizes that relationship building is foundational at Red Laurel Middle 
School. Mr. Stone indicated that the staff has started to use restorative practices and particularly 
restorative circles this school year to build strong student relationships and student discipline. He 
indicated that he felt that the relationships with all students and changing the way that they teach 
were both integral to the successful use of literacy strategies and delivery of instruction. It was 






that they have to work on relationships and how they teach first so that each student can grow. 
Mr. Stone referred to this as a foundation and a reason for teachers to use the literacy strategies 
that he has incorporated.  
After the survey was delivered and the initial principal interview was conducted, the 
strategies and focus areas for the observations were determined based on the principal’s vision 
for literacy. There were twelve items identified from the initial interview that Mr. Stone 
indicated were focus items in the literacy plan at Red Laurel Middle School: content area literacy 
strategies, small group instruction, Units of Study strategies, grade level alignment, vertical 
alignment, writing process, informational text usage, anchor charts, skill sets/development, 
consistency, and either indirect or direct evidence of literacy focus. It is clear from research and 
practice that the strategies that Mr. Stone discussed are effective not only for literacy instruction, 
but also for instructional delivery altogether (Conley, 1989; Hall, Burns, & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, 
Meltzer, & Duke, 2007) . These were used as a checklist during the teacher and principal 
observations to keep focused on the research question in this study.  
The Survey and the Selected Teachers 
 A survey was given to the entire staff to narrow down which four teachers would be 
interviewed and observed as described in the methods. Overall, the survey showed that about 
55% of the school was composed of teachers with more than 15 years of experience. About 10% 
of teachers had 10 to 15 years of experience, about 15% had 6 to 10 years of experience, and 
about 20% had 1to 5 years of teaching experience. Of the total population of teachers surveyed, 
about 50% had been at this school for more than 6 years, while 10% had been at Red Laurel 
Middle School for 4 to 6 years, 20% have worked at this school for less than a year, and 20% of 






 All teachers who were surveyed indicated that literacy, literacy instruction, and reading 
were a strong focus, while only two teachers indicated that they felt that the principal did not 
give a clear vision of literacy. The majority of the teachers, 80%, indicated that they could not 
restate the vision, beliefs, or action steps. After selecting the four teachers and the principal 
interview, it became clear that there was no written vision from the principal, but there was a 
clear focus on literacy strategies and literate practices. 
 The majority of the teachers surveyed indicated that they felt that the principal is an 
effective leader. When asked to describe their principal’s leadership style in the comments 
section on the survey, teachers indicated that he is a “motivator,” “nice,” “up front, forward 
thinking…he’s very good at painting a picture of how things could be, and he’s very good at 
making it personal,” and “he leads with enthusiasm.” One teacher comment expressed frustration 
that the principal’s leadership and described it as: “willy-nilly, based on momentary 
inspiration…full of enthusiasm, but not fully thought out with foresight to prevent 
complications…always wants to find something new without finding out if the old things 
worked.” This teacher was not selected as one of the four teachers because the score fell in the 
middle range of the Likert values from the teacher survey.  
 From the survey, four teachers were selected based on their overall Likert scale scores. 
The scale was used to narrow the selection of teachers, assuming the four selected teachers were 
a representation of teachers who rated him on the higher as well as the lower end of spectrum. 
Teacher A, from here on out referred to as Ms. April, scored the principal’s leadership at 64 
points. Teacher B, from here on out referred to as Ms. May, scored the principal’s leadership at 
60 points. These two were selected as the two teachers who rated the principal the highest. Ms. 






two teachers selected from the survey scored the principal on the lower end. Teacher C, for the 
rest of this study referred to as Ms. Grey, scored the principal at 24 points, and Teacher D, now 
referred to as Ms. Pink, scored the principal at 28 points on the survey. Ms. Grey is a social 
studies teacher and Ms. Pink is a language arts teacher and literacy coach. Ms. Grey is an eighth 
grade teacher as well. Ms. Pink is the literacy coach who works with all teachers. She also 
teaches an eighth-grade group of students from time to time.  
These teachers were selected based on their scores of the principal’s leadership style on 
the survey and their grade level and content area. As originally designed in the methods, the 
grade level or content area was to be kept consistent as possible to create less bias. In this case, 
the grade level was consistent, while they all taught different content areas. Based on the 
structure of middle school as organized by content area classes, literacy instruction is delivered 
through content areas instruction. These four teachers provide an accurate picture of how the 
principal’s leadership influences literacy instruction (Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & 
Hoewing, 2012; Hall, Burns, & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007). 
Teacher A: Ms. April.  
Teacher A, Ms. April, scored the principal’s literacy leadership the highest on the teacher 
survey and was the first of the four teachers to be selected. She is a White/Caucasian female who 
teaches eighth grade science. She was born in North Carolina and went to a small university near 
Red Laurel Middle School. She also received a Master’s of Science in science education. She is 
passionate about her work as a teacher and coach, and this is obvious when she talks about 
teaching and about her students.  
Ms. April has been at Red Laurel Middle School for 23 years. She has never worked at 






country coach. She has also witnessed a number of different principals come and go during her 
time at Red Laurel Middle School. She is a leader in the building based upon her roles as 
department chair, leadership team, and a member of the SIP (School Improvement Plan) team. 
Ms. April conveys teacher confidence, as evidenced in her interactions with the students who 
came in during the initial interview as well as her interactions with students during observations. 
Students greet her with hugs and praise, all of which seem genuine on both the teacher and the 
students’ sides.  
Her room was bright and there were no blank spaces on any walls. It was inviting, warm, 
and filled with color, but also included several science vocabulary and other academic cues for 
students. Ms. April had lots of pictures of former students posted. Her former cross country team 
pictures were clearly displayed above, around, and beside her desk as well as all over the front of 
the classroom. Student work was displayed in several places throughout the classroom. There 
were two white boards, one at the front and one at the back of the classroom. Ms. April was 
observed doing both during instruction. There were also notes, reminders, objectives, etc., posted 
on both boards. There was a great deal of text on the walls.  
Ms. April described the school culture at Red Laurel Middle School as being about 
“student relationships and bonding.” She stated that this was a big focus of Mr. Stone’s. She was 
able to describe many different literacy strategies that she and the rest of the science department 
use in the classroom. She described using vocabulary and other literacy strategies often and that 
it was part of her job to do so. She seemed comfortable using interactive notebooks, articles, 
writing, and vocabulary. She portrayed Mr. Stone very positively and in a favorable light.  
Ms. April described Mr. Stone, as “a strong, hands-on, instructional leader that delivers 






professional development. She described him as an instructional coach due to his delivery of 
professional development and his drive to push teachers to do their best for students. She also 
indicated that he comes to her room often and provides feedback to her through a walkthrough 
tool, sometimes, email.   
Teacher B: Ms. May.  
Ms. May was the second of the two teachers who scored the principal’s leadership 
highest on the survey using the Likert Scale. She is a White/Caucasian female who teaches 
eighth grade math. Ms. May’s classroom walls are not as covered with pictures of students as 
Ms. April’s classroom was, but there was student work, math posters, anchor charts, and text in 
several places. Ms. May’s room was organized to be all in one section. For example, all the 
student work was in one area while all the math concepts were in another, which indicated a 
strong sense of organization about the room. Ms. May’s room was inviting and open, but there 
was a deeper sense of structure as compared to Ms. April’s room. 
Ms. May was more strict in her tone than the other teachers interviewed and observed. 
She didn’t say as much during the interview as Ms. April. She seemed to pride herself on having 
a large leadership role in the school culture and in the shaping of decisions at the school level. 
She was proud of her role at the school and in the middle school growth. She is also a leader in 
the building as she is the chair of the SIP (School Improvement Plan) team, member of the 
Leadership Team, member of the MTSS (Multi-Tiered System of Supports) committee, as well 
as the math department chair. She has been at Red Laurel Middle School for 19 years. Eighteen 
of those years have been in eighth grade and one year was in seventh grade. All her teaching 






comfortable teaching that content as her knowledge is not as strong as it once was in that area. 
She also indicated that math was her passion over social studies.  
She was quick to describe the culture Red Laurel Middle School as “about instruction and 
centered on students.” When asked how she would describe the culture in one word, she replied: 
“growth.” Ms. May described Mr. Stone as being a strong instructional leader who is focused on 
professional development and showing that students can grow and then focusing everything that 
they do around student growth. She also mentioned during observations and interviews that Mr. 
Stone uses data to make decisions. She stated that she has “never worked as hard for any other 
principal” and that he really “pushes teachers and is demanding—in a good way.”  
Teacher C: Ms. Grey.  
Teacher C, Ms. Grey, scored Mr. Stone the lowest using the Likert scale on the survey at 
only 24 points. Ms. Grey is a Black/African American female teacher who teaches eighth grade 
social studies. She has been teaching for 28 years, but only 26 of those have been in the 
classroom as a teacher. She was a high school administrator for two of those 28 years in the same 
district. She has taught all 26 years of her classroom experience at Red Laurel Middle School. 
She is older than the other three teachers. She is close to retirement and addressed that in the first 
interview. 
Ms. Grey indicated that she has taught, and is certified in, both math and social studies. 
Ms. Grey switched to teaching social studies about six years ago. She stated that she switched to 
social studies because it was more interesting to her, and she could be more creative with the 
content. She also indicated that she switched because she felt that it was a better switch for her as 






to whether this was a true choice or a reassignment. It was not clear if the switch was due to 
stress or performance issues.  
Her classroom was not as colorful and did not have as many posters up in the room. 
Students followed rules closely in her classroom and there was less talk or group interaction 
observed. During observations there was small group instruction happening, but it was shorter in 
duration when compared to Ms. May and Ms. Pink. She had students working on their computers 
in almost every observation.  
In her initial interview and throughout, she often used the word “basically” as if in 
summation or to provide shorter answers as she seemed more reluctant than the other three 
teachers. She was not as talkative and did not explain her answers as much as the others. She 
hesitated often on some answers as if she may not have been agreeable when asked some 
questions. Through a current administrator lens, it could be that she may not have wanted to say 
certain things for worry of how they would be interpreted. It was not clear to say for sure, but her 
shorter responses indicated more reluctance on answering the questions.   
Ms. Grey seemed not as connected and knowledgeable about literacy and the school 
focus as the other teachers. Her answers to describe the culture were similar, but focused on the 
teachers and the staff, not the students. She described the staff as “a family.” Ms. Grey described 
PBIS (Positive Behavior and Intervention Support) and parents, but not much about literacy or 
academics when she was asked about the school culture. Her one word for the culture was 
“family-oriented.” Although she did mention that support and academics were important, they 
were the last part of her response, and not her focus.  
Ms. Grey described Mr. Stone as a “manager.” She added that he was a good leader, and 






plan well, or if she meant that he deals with things as needed, she was asked to clarify. Ms. Grey 
stated that she meant that “he deals with things as they occur, in the situation that is needed.”  
Teacher D: Ms. Pink.  
Teacher D, Ms. Pink, scored Mr. Stone the second lowest on the teacher survey with a 
score of 28. Ms. Pink is a White/Caucasian, female teacher. She was the only one of the four 
teachers who has not spent her entire teaching career at Red Laurel Middle School. She taught 
abroad in Costa Rica as well as in another district in North Carolina. She was also raised in 
Pennsylvania, whereas the other teachers were all born and taught only in North Carolina. She 
has been in education for about six years. She taught for two years in another high-needs district 
in North Carolina through the Teach for America program. She entered Red Laurel Middle 
School as an eighth grade language arts teacher, but is now the literacy coach and reading 
intervention teacher for eighth grade students. She stated that the experience in the high-needs 
school district was eye opening and humbling and taught her a lot about teaching. There she 
worked as an English teacher in a low-performing high school where most of her students were 
not able to read and comprehend what they read. She stated that the students at that particular 
school had never really experienced anything outside of their own small, rural town.  
She talked about the school culture at Red Laurel Middle School in terms of how it has 
changed with different administrations over time. She described the current school culture with 
Mr. Stone as one that is “stable” and focused on instruction and students. She also mentioned 
quite often that the teachers are very tired and often will tell her how exhausted they are. She 
feels that they work hard and it will be difficult to sustain what they are currently doing long 
term. For this reason, she felt that Mr. Stone’s leadership style was “not effective in isolation, but 






a good balance for him. Overall, she stated that his leadership style was one of “no 
nonsense…about the students first,” and he was “very energetic, and would go out of his way to 
do anything for students.” She indicated that to her, it was clear that his viewpoint is that 
“students always come first.”  
She didn’t have a classroom, but instead a large office with conjoined tables that made 
one extra-large table in the center of the room. She used this table for small groups with students, 
small teacher meetings, or even professional development. There were many references to 
literacy on the walls including anchor charts and a list of root words, prefixes, and suffixes. 
There were many motivational items on the wall as well including many pictures from Costa 
Rica with quotes across the tropical, volcanic background.  
Ms. Pink was open in saying that the literacy program started from a very, disorganized 
background where teachers were really doing whatever they wanted. There was no consistency. 
She indicated that now people are very exhausted, but they understand that literacy is taught 
across the board and they can choose which strategies to use and when to use them. She also 
stated that it was still a work in progress.  
Ms. Pink described herself as a facilitator in nature and that she always tells the teachers 
that she is also “learning with them.” In this way, she felt she could get more buy-in from 
teachers. She indicated that teachers would not get as exhausted and would be more focused 
instead of treating meetings and professional development like just another hour or two to sit 
through and not really gain anything. Instead, her hopes were that professional development was 








The Findings from the Data Collected  
This section provides an analysis of data from the interviews, observations, and 
documents collected at Red Laurel Middle School. This section is organized by interviews, 
observations, and then document analysis. The data was all compiled and analyzed as it is 
synthesized as it relates to Nicholls’s (1987) lens for educational leadership and from other 
literacy leadership frameworks (Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Hall, 
Burns, & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Marks & Printy, 2003).  
Principal and Teacher Interviews  
 The interviews were transcribed, and then the autocode feature in NVivo was used to pull 
nodes based on algorithms, tone, and frequencies from the text. Table 4.1 shows the top twelve 
nodes and themes from all the interviews. The top twelve were selected as they had more than 
one category or code for each node. This means that they were addressed more often than other 
nodes and had several categories or codes. Some other nodes had only one category or code. The 
table shows the number of times each node was referred to as a whole as well as the number of 
times each category or code under each node was referenced.  
 The nodes that were referenced most often were content area (43), skill development 
(42), leadership (40), literacy (35), teacher (25), and school culture (25). Each of these nodes had 
more than 20 references within the interviews alone. A comparison of this data to the data 
collected from literacy leadership research is addressed in a later section.   
Table 4.1. Themes, Codes, and Code Frequency from Interviews  
Themes/Nodes  Codes/Categories  Code/Category 
Frequency  
Content Area   
Content area  
Social studies teacher  
Books  











Social studies  
Science lessons  
8th grade math  
Whole science department  
Whole department  
Science class  
Middle school content  
Content grade level  
Whole class 
Focus areas 
Content skills  
Science curriculum  
Social studies curriculum  
Department meetings  
Specific content  
Nonfiction content  






















Interactive notebooks  
Mini lessons  
Writing workshop 
Writing record  
Writing project  
Writing  
Using writing  
Teaching kids skills 
Skill set 
Skill development  
Skill work  
Creative writing program  
Nonfiction text  
Incorporating writing  
Different vocabulary  
Build vocabulary  
Vocabulary  
Critical thinking skills  
Content skills  
21st century skills  
Critical thinking writing  
Creative writing center  
Reading teacher  
Reading literate  
Reading level  
Previous reading  
Reading association  
Certified reading specialist  




































Instructional leadership team  
Great principal  













Leadership team  
Literacy leadership  
Servant leadership  
Leadership slash 
Instructional leader 
Current role  
Professional Development 
Distributive leader  
Overall leadership  
Releasing responsibility  
Gradual release  
Switched roles  
Leadership play  
Control  
















Literacy   
Literacy Coach 
Literacy Block  
Literacy Plan  
Literacy Strategy  
Literacy Culture  
Coach role  
A literacy approach  
Regarding literacy work 
Literacy content  
Literacy design  
Writing literacy  
Viewed literacy  
Coach collaborative literacy sessions  
Current coach 
Literacy content specialist  
Literacy support  



















Teacher   
Social studies teacher  
Visual teacher  
Teaching things  
Teaching kids skills 
Teaching point 
Teacher delivery  
Teacher workdays  
Teacher talk  
Math teachers  
Inclusion teachers  
French teacher  
Different teacher  
Exploratory teacher  
Struggling teachers  
Reading teachers  
Middle school teachers  
Experienced teacher  
Excellent teachers  
Core teachers  
Teacher leadership  




























School Culture   
School culture  
School level  
Overall culture  
Literacy culture  
Open door  
Middle school science  
Whole school  
School plan  
School care  
Relationships  
Culture change  
Elementary culture  
Middle school teacher  
Bundling relationships 
Administration changes  
Lighthearted relationship  



















Grade Level   
Grade level  
8th grade  
Specific grade level  
8th grade math content  
Grade units  
Middle school grades  












Small group instruction  
Small groups  
Groups 
Bubble kids  
Emotional group  
Kids home  
Math groups  
Bubble groups  











Planning   
Mini lessons  
Lesson planning  
Support plan 
School planning  
Planning process  
School planning data  
Literacy planning  













Enrichment time  
Enrichment period  
Class time  
Remedial class  
Enrichment focus  
Enrichment block  















Literacy coach  
Instructional leader  
Instructional coach leader  
Digital learning coach  
AIG coach  
Literacy learning coach  
Avid Coach  












Restorative circles  
Restorative practices  
Restorative justice  







 The findings show that teacher and principal interviews expressed similar areas of focus. 
All four teachers discussed anchor charts, nonfiction text, writing, and vocabulary. Regardless of 
which content area they taught, they all discussed using these in their classrooms. They all also 
described Mr. Stone’s leadership as effective and, although a few mentioned areas for 
improvement, they all agreed that the school culture had focused more on literacy, student 
growth, and relationships since he came to Red Laurel Middle School. 
 Content area (43) and skill development (42) were the two nodes that had the highest 
frequency of different codes. This correlates to what Mr. Stone indicated as his focus in the 
initial interview for literacy at Red Laurel Middle School. Within those two nodes, Mr. Stone 
discussed core strategies such as small group instruction, anchor charts, nonfiction or 
informational text usage, content area skills, and writing. Throughout the interviews there were 
some common ideas that came up from all four teachers. All four teachers talked about the use of 
anchor charts and informational texts. All teachers but one, Ms. April, indicated that they use 
small group instruction. Mr. Stone himself said that small group instruction was a focus the prior 
year as he knew that it was part of the Units of Study curriculum, and that “he know teachers 






…doesn’t really work for me and I haven’t found a way that works for me, because I am 
so visual and it doesn’t seem to work for me. In graduate school, I learned that it takes 
seven corrections to correct a mistake and it always worries me what will happen in small 
group, and then it will take me forever to correct. So, we try to do rotations and things 
and activities, but I don’t use small group instruction per say. 
When asked if she uses small-group instruction, Ms. April indicated that on some level she may 
not fully understand how to use it and that she is not comfortable with using it in her class. She 
has been teaching for 23 years now in this same school and also remarked that it is difficult to 
change things that have been working for her.  
When asked about literacy instruction during the literacy block or enrichment block, all 
teachers responded in similar ways. They all used literacy strategies in some form, some in 
reading articles and discussing or writing about them, some in using vocabulary and key words 
for word problems, and some in the writing process with different topics. Ms. April responded 
when asked about literacy and how the literate practices or strategies work in her class:  
I appreciate the way we do literacy now. We have a bubble group and they come to us 13 
at a time and we keep them for about a nine weeks or when they are showing growth or 
not showing growth depending upon their scores, and then we rotate as needed. I use 
science content reading, and right now I am reading about the body and frontload a lot of 
vocabulary and including nonfictional articles on the topic and now about the body so 
that when I actually cover it in class, students are comfortable and ready to teach the 
content and they always excel at it. The scores was just above and beyond. I can still 
cover content and that they can understand it more and the vocabulary really helps them 






Ms. April discussed how the literacy block for her is used to cover science articles and she can 
relate it to what is being covered at the time in her core content classes. She admits that she was 
not as familiar with how to do this before Mr. Stone came, but she had always used vocabulary 
to some extent – just not to the level that she does now. She also discussed using KWL charts 
(what you know, want to know, and what you learned charts), that help students to organize their 
thinking before, during, and after reading nonfictional text.   
 When asked about how she felt about using literacy strategies in her classroom as a math 
teacher, she stated that she will continue to use them now that she feels more comfortable with 
using them. She also stated that she felt they were important to student growth, particularly for 
Red Laurel Middle School and the students they are receiving. She indicated literacy was 
important because “…we still have kids coming to us below grade level in reading so they need 
that literacy support. We do have a very large ELL population and their academic level is not 
where it should or needs to be.” She also stated that it helps her highest-level students as they 
sometimes misinterpret the word problem or what the problem is asking them to do. Ms. May 
stated about Mr. Stone and his involvement in literacy instruction that  
…one of the neat things about Mr. Stone [although she actually called him by first name 
in this interview] is that he was at an elementary school that feeds us, and it won't be too 
much longer and he knows half the kids in the building. He knows the good, the bad, and 
the ugly. He knows the kids and where they come from. He knows the kinds of gaps they 
have and what they need. I feel like he is working hard in helping us to work hard to fill 
the gaps. He’s helping and making sure that we have what we need to complete the 
mission. He is on it and visible and vocal about both literacy and math and helping them 






She noted that Mr. Stone not only knows the kids, but knows how to reach them and is focused 
on the growth of every student in the building, as his initial interview and focus indicated about 
students relationships.  
 Ms. Grey indicated that literacy for her was not something new, as she has taught social 
studies; thus, reading and writing were vital to her class content anyway. She did say that that 
since Mr. Stone has come, “the focus was more on literacy and on student growth, so that was a 
change,” but she has always used literacy in some form in her social studies classes. When Ms. 
Grey describes literacy, she does not describe it in the same detail as the other three teachers. Ms. 
Grey describes writing and vocabulary, but not as often as small group instruction, nonfiction 
texts, and anchor charts. During most of the observations, students were doing some sort of 
writing activity; however, in the initial interview Mr. Stone indicated that he wanted social 
studies to focus on writing and vocabulary in forms of literacy as it relates to social justice 
problems and character education. This was reflected in the observations and in the interviews 
with Ms. Grey, who is the only social studies teacher out of the four selected teachers.  
Small group instruction was left as a separate node because it was mentioned so often 
during interviews and it was a focus of Mr. Stone. It was not condensed into skill development 
because it had 17 references alone. It is considered a skill from research, but it is also a way to 
teach, so it was considered as a way to teach the entire class—a delivery method. It is discussed 
as it relates to the Units of Study strategies as well as how teachers were using it in their own 
content area. One teacher, Ms. April, discussed how she doesn’t use it at all as she cannot 
understand how to make it work for her. 
 When asked about small group instruction in her class, Ms. Grey indicated that she uses it 






group instruction in her class, she responded “…I do it as an as needed basis based on 
assessment data, and if I need to teach or remediate to another group.” However, she did respond 
that during her literacy block, she does use small group instruction more often because students 
may be working on a reading passage and then writing about the passage. During observations, it 
was noted that she uses this strategy more during the literacy block than during the content area 
instruction.  
Ms. May, the eighth grade math teacher, indicated that she uses small group instruction 
about twice a week and anchor charts as often as she can in guiding students thinking about math 
literacy and word problems. She responded with the following when asked if she uses small 
group instruction in her class:  
I use it often, yes…it may be with stations or with small groups as a whole. Sometimes 
when I am using a new equation we use small group for them to work on their problem 
and then we discuss. I group them based on ability levels and, of course, who I know will 
work best together as well. The inclusion teacher will also help with the ability levels and 
we will circulate often. Her or myself will pull another small group at times to work on 
lower level equations so that they get more hands-on interactions with the lesson and 
equations. We use several it times a unit instead of using worksheets. And it is much 
more engaging as a whole and students seem to get more out of it. 
 
Some of what she described was also observed during observations of both core class time and 
the literacy block. Her responses indicated that she has a higher comfort level with small group 
instruction. 
 The node for teacher was also very high at 25 total coded items related to “teacher.” This 






under the teacher node, it was interesting to note that most of them were of different types of 
teachers that came up in the interviews with either Mr. Stone or one of the four teachers. These 
coeds as different types of teacher, such as French teacher, exploratory teacher, and experienced 
teacher. They were used in reference to Mr. Stone hiring one of these types of teacher to come to 
Red Laurel Middle School specifically from positions that he had created. The French teacher 
was referenced in an interview with Ms. Pink. Ms. Pink discussed a position that was changed 
from a French teacher, which was not really needed, to a needed ELL position because the 
person in that French teacher role was also Spanish and ELL certified. Ms. Pink mentioned this 
in regards to the high turnover when Mr. Stone first came, and in his creativity in bringing in 
new staff or finding new talents for existing staff members. She stated that this “helped to bring 
in a more energy.”  
 Out of the top twelve nodes, those with the least amount of codes were enrichment period 
(14), planning (14), and restorative practices (7). Each of these still had more than one category 
that fell under that node. The enrichment period or literacy block came up several times during 
interviews as it relates to how the school is set up and how students are receiving literacy support 
as needed. The other smaller node area was planning. Planning most often came up in regards to 
discussions on how teachers plan as a grade or content area, instructional leadership team, and 
how teachers and staff incorporate or do not incorporate literacy.  
Restorative practices were referred when the new discipline approach that was 
implemented this year was discussed in the interviews. It came up during a few interviews when 
teachers were asked about how the year was going. In one instance, after Ms. May was asked 
about how often she sees Mr. Stone, she indicated that she has not seen him as often this year 






school focus on restorative practices and restorative circles. Restorative practices were also 
addressed in other interviews related to building relationships and reducing the suspension rates 
with restorative circles. 
Principal and Teacher Observations 
 This section provides data from the observations. Observations were conducted at various 
times of the day for each of the four teachers. Observations were done during the literacy block 
in the morning as well as during core content area instruction. This means that some observations 
were done during the literacy block when various literacy strategies were taught to students who 
were placed in the literacy blocks based on their Lexile and EOG reading data. Other 
observations were done during the teacher’s content area instruction, specifically when teachers 
used literacy strategies or literate practices in connection to that content such as math, science, or 
social studies.   
 To address the research question of how a principal’s leadership influences literacy 
instruction, observations were completed looking for the twelve focus areas for literacy that were 
derived from the initial principal interview. This list was used during the observations to keep the 
researcher focused on the research question. These were chosen because they were addressed by 
Mr. Stone as the focus areas for literacy instruction. The list was a tool to investigate how often 
the teachers were aligned to the principal’s framework for literacy instruction. As a researcher 
and middle school administrator, it is evident that this list is not exhaustive, nor does it 
encompass all the literacy strategies that could be addressed in any school setting; however, for 
this case, these are the areas that Mr. Stone wanted to focus on at Red Laurel Middle School. To 






school, those items from the checklist were used to see how often teachers were using these 
strategies.  
Table 4.1 shows a breakdown of how often each teacher and the principal used or 
referenced the strategy. The data from the list of strategies indicates the frequency that these 
focus areas were used, referenced, or discussed during classroom observations. The teachers 
used or referenced small group instruction, content area literacy strategies, text usage 
(informational), and anchor charts most consistently, with informational text usage and content 
area literacy instruction being observed most often.  
As expected, Lucy Calkins’s Units of Study strategies were not used or were not 
referenced as consistently due to the focus being in English language arts classes. Ms. Pink 
referenced or used them in almost every observation as was expected with professional 
development and coaching sessions with the English language arts teachers. This corresponds to 
Mr. Stone’s initial interview and his use of Units of Study specifically in English language arts 
classes this school year. Although Ms. April, Ms. May, and Ms. Grey seldom directly 
referencing Units of Study strategies, they were still often using pieces of the curriculum in their 
delivery. In the section, document analysis, excerpts from the Units of Study strategies are 
analyzed. They often show that small group instruction, anchor charts, writing process, and 
informational text usage are often used as common strategies throughout the curriculum.  
Table 4.2. Principal Literacy Strategies Observed 











Content area literacy strategies 11 8 9 13 9 50 
Small group instruction 0 12 11 7 5 35 
Lucy Calkins Strategies 2 1 0 15 10 28 
Grade level alignment 1 2 3 8 9 23 
Vertical alignment 0 1 0 3 5 9 






Text usage (informational) 14 12 10 10 7 53 
Anchor charts 8 13 10 10 5 47 
Skill sets/ development 5 8 3 5 7 28 
Consistency 1 1 2 2 5 11 
Direct evidence of literacy vision 1 0 0 10 5 16 
Indirect evidence of literacy vision 3 2 0 3 4 12 
  
Informational text usage (53) and anchor charts (47) were observed most often. They were seen 
in almost every visit and in all four teachers’ classrooms. Anchor charts and informational text 
were used in each content area as well as in the literacy block in the mornings.  
Small group instruction was observed a total of 35 times, making it the fourth-highest 
strategy item observed. As described in the interviews section above, all teachers except Ms. 
April used small group instruction. Each classroom observed, including Ms. April, had student 
chairs arranged in a small group configuration or a u-shaped table somewhere in the classroom. 
Although every classroom observed or visited had small group arrangement and/or a u-shaped 
table, in many of the observations, there was no small group instruction happening.  
The strategies that were observed the least were vertical alignment (9) and consistency 
(11). When vertical alignment was seen, it was seen in a professional development session or 
another meeting. It was observed as teachers were doing vertical alignment in the professional 
development led by either Ms. Pink or Mr. Stone. Teachers hardly referred to any element of 
vertical alignment during the instruction. Since mostly one grade was observed, even during 
class visits by Ms. Pink, it is hard, if not impossible, to see vertical alignment in classroom 
instruction in the same grade level. There was one instance observed during classroom 
instruction with Ms. May. During this observation, a teacher from a different grade level was in 
her class co-teaching, and she referenced what she and her students were doing in seventh grade 






was more difficult to observe, but over time as more observations were completed, more 
consistent themes and strategies emerged like small group instruction, anchor charts, and 
nonfictional text. The terms in classes were noted to see if and how often they were consistent in 
their instructional use. Some terms were used in the same way and the terms most often 
addressed were mini lesson, huddle, and interactive notebooks.  
The observation data was run through NVivo’s autocode feature to look for the same or 
similar nodes from the interviews. Only the researcher’s notes on the observations were run 
through the autocode feature; the checklist from the observation form was omitted due to 
skewing the findings. The most common nodes were: connection, content area, literacy, small 
group instruction, grade alignment, and informational text usage. This aligns with what the 
principal had delivered as his focus strategies and areas for literacy instruction at Red Laurel 
Middle School. The node “connection” had the most references; codes that fell under connection 
were: connection story, personal connection, science connection, and referenced connection. 
These were observed when the students and teacher were reading a text, writing a document, or 
doing another activity that made some sort of connection to them or, at times, to another topic.  
In one observation with Ms. April, the class was reading a nonfiction text about a science 
topic, prosthetic legs. Ms. April had indicated in an interview that prior classes had already 
discussed vocabulary and other lessons about prosthetic legs. She also stated that she had 
someone from a local hospital come in and give a presentation and discuss prosthetic legs and 
how they were made and used in the hospital. The text they were reading in this class was 
connected to that. After reading, they talked about the passage in small groups and had to relate 
the prior vocabulary and the presentation to the article with actual pieces and evidence from the 






understanding and ask them specific questions about the article such as: “How was the article 
connected to the presentation? In what ways was the author of the text differing in opinion and 
context to the presenter? Can you give me an example?” This was a lesson during her science 
core classes, not during her literacy block period.  
In an observation of a classroom visit and walkthrough, Ms. Pink went over and talked to 
the teacher as students entered the room and circulated the room to talk to students about what 
they were reading. She proceeded to ask them what they were reading as well as comprehension 
questions about the actual text. She also asked them questions about the structure of the class, 
such as, “How did you all get to this point in the lesson?” and “What did you all do yesterday?” 
In this way, she monitored what was going on in the room and also talked to students to see their 
own understanding, making her a part of the class as well. She then provided the teacher with 
feedback outside of the classroom one on one, and she stated to the teacher that she “would be 
sending a follow up email if she had questions.” 
In one observation of Ms. Pink delivering a small group session, she discussed the use of 
small group instruction and literature circles in class. This session was to a group of social 
studies and English language arts teachers after school. She referenced the use of small group 
instruction a few times alone during this observation and also gave examples from a teacher she 
observed who was using this strategy well in their class. This professional development was 
aligned to the target areas Mr. Stone described in the initial interview and also encompassed 
feedback and implementation on an ongoing basis which was evidenced by the closing, when 
Ms. Pink stated “We will meet again in two weeks and talk about how these worked in your 






During observations of Ms. Grey, it was noted that her tone was different than the other 
teachers. She often appeared to be not to be as happy as the other three teachers. In one 
observation, when asked a question about the writing project, she replied to the student with a 
sarcastic tone: “…as I told you yesterday….several times actually, ….over and over…you don’t 
listen.” Her classroom library had only two full shelves of books on one bookcase, while other 
classes had at least one or two full bookcases.  
Document Analysis 
 Three documents were analyzed based on their connection to Mr. Stone’s literacy 
leadership because they were mentioned in the interviews and observations. The first was the 
School Improvement Plan; the second was a few samples from two different texts used to train 
language arts teachers in the Units of Study curriculum; and the last was the walkthrough took 
that the principal and administrator use to provide feedback to teachers on literacy strategies. 
Using the grounded theory approach, the data and the content from the data, these documents 
were chosen because they relate directly to what Mr. Stone indicated were used in the planning 
of the literacy instruction at Red Laurel Middle School. The Units of Study text excerpts were 
used because the text was one of the focus areas Mr. Stone indicated and it is one of the key 
pieces of material that Ms. Pink used in her professional development. After getting further into 
the data collection and getting to know the four teachers and Mr. Stone, it was clear that several 
of the strategies referenced in the Units of Study text and curriculum are also used in the 
classrooms, as indicated both by teacher observations and interviews. The walkthrough tool was 
selected as it was indicated that he used it to provide teachers feedback on the literacy 
component when he or other administrators do walkthrough. Teachers mentioned it in the 






Improvement Plan was chosen because it relates to the connection between central office, the 
literacy plan or expectations, and Red Laurel Middle School. It has focus areas for the school 
based on data from various sources.  
 Table 4.3 shows a comparison of the ten highest nodes and how many times they were 
referred to in each of the four documents analyzed: the school improvement plan, Units of Study 
excerpt one, Units of Study excerpt two, and the walkthrough tool. The data shows that only four 
nodes were seen in all four of the documents consistently: mini lesson (23), classroom library 
(13), small group instruction (19), and modeling (14). The two that were seen the most often out 
of all four documents were mini lesson and small group instruction. There were three nodes that 
were consistent with the interviews and observations: anchor charts, small group instruction, and 
informational text. Another node, modeling, was similar to the node coaching that was present in 
both the interviews and the observations.  
Distributive leadership was only seen in the school improvement plan and was referenced 
only four times, but was referenced directly. Interactive notebooks were addressed only five 
times in the documents. Modeling was referenced 14 times in the texts, suggesting modeling was 
important for teacher instruction. The school improvement plan was the only document that 
discussed the leadership role specifically, while the others focused more on the instruction and 
delivery from teachers.  
Table 4.3. Documents Analysis Most Commonly Referenced Nodes  
















Mini Lesson  2 4 6 11 23 
Classroom Library  1 7 2 3 13 








3 2 4 10 19 
Distributive Leadership  4 0 0 0 4 
Professional 
Development  
8 1 1 0 10 
Modeling  2 3 5 4 14 
Informational Text  0 4 2 2 8 
Vocabulary  0 3 5 2 10 
Interactive Notebooks  0 2 3 0 5 
 
School improvement plan. 
 The School improvement Plan (SIP) did not mention literacy at all throughout the most 
updated version for 2018-2019 published draft. The plan does discuss at length the focus on 
instruction in the school. The stated vision in the plan is: “Red Laurel Middle School engages 
and inspires diverse students with a quality education to cultivate thinkers who will become 
successful leaders and contributing, productive global citizens.” The vision does not mention 
literacy, literacy strategies, or literacy instruction specifically, but instead shows a focus on 
“diverse learners” and a “quality education.”  
 Literacy instructional strategies are discussed, but not directly. Under the instructional 
excellence and alignment area, the plan states that instruction is tiered in the literacy block that 
was designed around their “reading scores for literacy instruction,” and that “student progress is 
tracked at this time to see where students are instructionally.” This is the morning literacy block, 
but in the SIP, literacy strategies are not mentioned directly.  
 At several points, the SIP talks about alignment for grade levels and for content areas. 
This was expressed by Mr. Stone as an area that they were focusing on this year in regards to the 
literacy instructional focus area. It also states that there will be weekly walkthroughs and 
monthly professional development. The plan also indicates that “small group instruction will be 






instruction is an area that Mr. Stone and all four teachers mentioned several times in interviews, 
and it was observed in almost all classrooms or professional development. The plan aligns 
somewhat to the areas that Mr. Stone expressed as a focus for Red Laurel Middle School during 
the initial interview.  
 It was also noted in the SIP that “distributive and collaborative leadership” should be 
used and were referenced specifically. There are not many notes on how i is used within the plan, 
but it indicates that it will be a clear focus for the 2019-2020 school year as well. Based on the 
interviews and observations, it appears that distributive leadership is already happening in some 
form at the school, but it will be a larger focus for the upcoming school year as well.  
 The administrative walkthroughs are discussed in the school improvement plan and it 
relates the feedback not only to the classroom walkthrough tools, but also to department and 
grade level PLC (Professional Learning Communities) minutes; this was not happening in the 
past, according to the SIP document. The plan also focuses on talent recruitment and retention 
and indicates that it will be a focus for the upcoming school year, 2019-2020. Lastly, it indicates 
that family and community will be a focus, but this was not mentioned by Mr. Stone as one of 
the focuses this year. 
Lucy Calkins’s Units of Study curriculum books and planners. 
 Two excerpts from two different books in the Units of Study curriculum series used for 
professional development and teaching for language arts teachers were analyzed. The two 
excerpts were from two different books in the series. One, A Guide to Reading Workshop, was 
being used for sixth grade, and the other, A Deep Study of Character, was currently in use for 
eighth grade. These two excerpts were chosen as they relate to the professional development that 






Other focus areas used in the Lucy Calkins text and also indicated by Mr. Stone as focus 
areas were small group instruction, nonfiction text usage, anchor charts, using different leveled 
reading, and writing process. Each of these were either discussed explicitly in the excerpts or 
referenced as part of the common practice that should be done in every language arts classroom. 
Several of these strategies were observed in almost all teachers’ class instruction and were 
discussed in all interviews, as the data above in Table 4.1 and 4.2 show.  
There are several textbooks in the series, and they all seemed to flow from one to the 
other. The books are designed for middle school language arts teachers. An emphasis in the 
Units of Study curriculum is that teachers use one teacher-modeled text, while students listened 
and watched when the teacher taught strategies for that text. Students do not have their own copy 
of this text in front of them. The teacher usually displays it on the smartboard while students 
follow along as the teacher reads it with the whole class. This is where the modeling and 
instruction happens, then students will go back to their small group area to read in their own, 
independent book, using the strategies the teacher reviewed through the model text. This practice 
was noted while observing Ms. Pink in the classroom and while she was giving a professional 
development to a group of English language arts teachers.  
 The first excerpt from the book A Guide to Reading Workshop was focused on how to 
build silent sustained reading as part of the classroom routines and curriculum for the program. 
Trainer notes from Ms. Pink were marked in the margins like “actions to give readers access,” 
“key ideas,” and “real-life readers.” These were used during one of the professional development 
sessions observed as well as a grade level alignment meeting where Ms. Pink led the sessions. 
This excerpt deals with teaching about text complexity and the use of vocabulary in teaching that 






the reader and how the student should approach that text. This excerpt also discussed the 
importance of knowing the level of the books chosen by students so that they know to choose the 
correct one for their level and so that teachers can monitor their progress. The book uses an 
alphabet system from A-Z to label the levels of text complexity in middle schools.  
 The first excerpt also discusses the teacher use of mini launch during the mini lesson as 
an important way of “sustaining independent reading when students are deeply into a writing unit 
or nonfiction reading unit.” It also discusses the importance of good, focused mini lessons, but 
that this alone will not be enough to have a large effect on kids if they are students “who don’t 
read.” It focuses on the importance of independent, sustained reading. The rest of this excerpt 
focuses on building a strong reader and an appreciation for reading. It has an example of a read-
aloud to use for students to provide that hook to them as they are getting involved in a book or 
building an appreciation for reading. In all of the classrooms visited, whether it was for a class or 
a professional development observation, each room had a classroom library. Mr. Stone talked 
about the need to build a classroom library for all classrooms in the interviews and said that if he 
could ask central office for one thing it would be “more money for classroom libraries.”  
 The second excerpt from A Deep Study of Character was focused on the theme character 
and breaking apart a character in detail in order to understand the story and author’s intent. Notes 
from Ms. Pink on this section provide examples of anchor charts to use for this lesson. She also 
used them in professional development session with teachers. The anchor charts were made 
using large sticky notes that students and teachers made during the lesson and stuck to a large 
piece of chart paper. Ms. Pink and Mr. Stone had purchased several packs of the florescent paper 
to use as large sticky notes for the anchor charts. On the notes from Ms. Pink, they indicate: 






large letters that were then used on an anchor chart to study the character and tone of the 
character in the model reading. This excerpt also shows an example of how to take notes in their 
“reader notebook” or interactive notebook in a web about “trust and kindness” when studying the 
character in the reading passage. These were made into an anchor chart. 
 A focus that is in the Units of Study on the mini-lesson and the huddle. There are notes 
from Ms. Pink for professional development for teachers that say: “modeling mini lesson too far 
back…improvised when no anchor exists…modified connection…today I want to teach you.’” 
These were indicated by Ms. Pink to be reference notes about things to address with teachers on 
how to reference these tools in the correct form, and she stated that “mini lessons should be 
focused on only one or two new items—that’s it.”  
Principal and administrator walkthrough tool.  
 The principal and administrator walkthrough tool was chosen as it was used to gauge the 
reading and literacy instruction and it was referenced in teacher interviews. It was not created by 
Mr. Stone or the administration at Red Laurel Middle School, but by the school district. It was 
used during the literacy block time in the mooring to gauge the use of literacy tools in classroom 
instruction.   
The principal and administrator walkthrough tool does not mention literacy directly, but 
discusses several literacy strategies that should be used. It uses phrases or words like: “small 
group instruction, reading, reading strategies, classroom libraries, student work, mini lessons, 
modeling, demonstration, actively engaged, turn and talk, stop and jot, and anchor charts.” The 
layout of the walkthrough tool is a three-tiered rubric with three rows at the top, “novice,” 
“apprentice,” and “practitioner,” with practitioner being the highest. The delivery instructional 






observed for that walkthrough and give it back to the teacher. These are completed at least once a 
week, if not more, by each administrator for every teacher in the building.  
The walkthrough is broken down into three accomplishment tier areas: novice, 
apprentice, and practitioner, with practitioner being the most accomplished and proficient. 
Novice would be seen as still learning. The tool had eight areas for instruction and delivery: 
environment, mini lessons, work time-independent reading time, work time-conferring, work 
time-small group, accountable talk, and instructional read aloud, and co-taught classes. For each 
area, there are descriptors for each novice, apprentice, and practitioner. A lot of the items looked 
for on the walkthrough are directly aligned to the items that Mr. Stone set out in the literacy 
instructional focus areas. It is also directly aligned to Units of Study strategies and curriculum 
formats such as mini-lesson, work time-independent reading, work-time conferring, and work 
time-small group work. During observation and interviews, these strategies were observed or 
were discussed as being a focus at Red Laurel Middle School as well as the four teachers’ 
individual classrooms.  
Analysis of Findings  
The analysis of the findings from the interviews, observations, and document analysis are 
compared to the findings from Conley (1989), Marks & Printy, (2003), Irvin, Meltzer, and Duke, 
(2007), Hall, Burns, and Edwards, (2011), and Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) in 
literacy leadership framework and Nicholls’s (1987) research on meta, macro, and micro levels 
of leadership. These are used as a framework and lens to answer the research question of how 
Mr. Stone influences literacy instruction at Red Laurel Middle School. In order to organize a 
large amount of collected data and a large body of literature in leadership and literacy, a map of 






Mr. Stone’s leadership influences literacy instruction at Red Laurel Middle School. Figure 3.1 in 
the methods section shows this data map and framework used to guide the analysis of the data 
collected. This map shows how the data was organized and synthesized for analysis. This data 
map was used to organize the findings in a way that was aligned to the research question and 
literature review. The map was used to categorize each node from NVivo as well as all the other 
components of data that were found into an area of leadership and literacy framework. 
Meta, Macro, and Micro Levels of Leadership  
To address the research question of how a principal’s leadership affects literacy 
instruction, all of the nodes from the NVivo autocodes described above in the interviews, 
observations, and document analysis were compiled. A codebook was constructed for all nodes 
from the entire study. A description of each node was written based on how the code was used in 
the context of the research question. The codebook can be seen in Appendix K. After 
constructing the codebook with descriptions for each node, the codebook was used to decide 
where each node should fall in describing what level of leadership it represents.  
After all nodes from interviews, observations, and document analysis were complied, 
they were separated into areas that align to either meta, macro, or micro levels of leadership. In 
order to understand how Mr. Stone’s leadership influences literacy instruction at Red Laurel 
Middle School, the nodes were all sorted into the categories with which they most aligned. The 
meta, macro, and micro levels of leadership were then divided based upon literature and research 
from the literature review and tables 2.1, 2.2, and 2.4 in chapter two as they correlated to 
different levels of leadership.  
 Some of the nodes were put into more than one area of leadership due to the way in 






distributive leadership and instructional leadership due to the way in which Mr. Stone and the 
teachers talked about “coach.” The “coach” node represented times that teachers or Mr. Stone 
talked about literacy coach, math coach, etc., or the delivery of coaching. It was referenced 
mainly when they discussed leaders in the building, but specifically applied expertise in their 
area, suggesting instructional leadership. It was also categorized as distributive leadership, 
because Mr. Stone gave coaches leadership roles in the building to carry out their respective 
functions. Other examples are the nodes “feedback” and “monitoring.” Both of these nodes 
categorized as managerial and human resources leadership. They were managerial because the 
references to the codes were used in ways that Mr. Stone checked for the implementation of the 
plan and how it was working or being carried out. They were categorized as human resources 
leadership because monitoring and feedback were used to see what types of professional 
development were needed or what other support teachers would need and in what specific areas.  
 Table 4.4 shows a comparison of the frequencies of nodes in each area: meta, macro, and 
micro levels. The table breaks down each node into each level of leadership and how many total 
nodes fell into each level of leadership. The table also shows the total number of references and 
individual references to each node. Macro level leadership was observed most often – 30 nodes 
and a total of 439 references to those nodes. Micro level leadership had 11 nodes and a total of 
76 references. Meta level leadership had only 5 nodes represented and a total of 26 references.  
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 Based on the nodes from data collected, instructional leadership had the most references, 
with 223 references to the nodes correlating to instructional leadership. This was far more than 
any other level of leadership. Distributive and cultural leadership were the next two highest areas 
of leadership referenced. Distributive had 68 references to nodes in that level of leadership and 
cultural leadership had 61 references. Mr. Stone and the four teachers talked mostly about 
instructional leadership and made references to distributive leadership and to cultural leadership. 
The school improvement plan also specifically referenced distributive leadership. Human 
resource leadership was not far behind distributive and cultural leadership with 55 references, 
which was only six less than cultural leadership.  
 Although almost every area of leadership under each level was observed in some way, 
transactional and external development leaderships were not referenced at all. The overall level 
of leadership with the most references was macro level leadership. The level with the second 
highest level of references was micro, and meta had the least. Figure 4.4 shows a visual 
representation of how Mr. Stone’s leadership influenced literacy instruction related to the meta, 
macro, and micro lens at Red Laurel Middle School based on the evidence from the data. The 






is unifying, changing, and moldable. The dashed line and shade around the circle represents how 
the evidence suggest that the leadership is not always constant in areas, but that there are many 
grey areas. A dashed line was chosen as a solid line portrays a more fixed and permanent setting, 
whereas a dashed line suggest that things can move in and out of the circle. The three boxes in 
the back were chosen to align educational leadership and literacy leadership research into a 
structured frame. 
 
Figure 4.4: Mr. Stone’s Levels of Leadership 
 
Figure 4.4. Mr. Stone’s Levels of Leadership. A visual representation of Mr. Stone’s leadership and how it 
influences literacy instruction found from observations, interviews, and document analysis. His leadership is 







A Pearson Correlation test was run in NVivo on the nodes and all the references under 
the nodes to see what relationship, if any, the nodes had to one another. As one would assume, 
the node “monitoring” had a .81 positive relationship to “instruction.” In this case, one would 
assume that the two nodes were spoke about in tandem with each other more often than not. 
There were no strong, negative correlations from the test in any of the nodes.  
The node “skill development” had a .78 correlation score with “connections.” The 
correlation between “connection” and “skill development” is interesting in that it means 
“connection” was spoken about most often or in tandem with “skill development.” This suggest 
that teachers talked about skill development and connection at the same time. This came up most 
often when teachers and Mr. Stone were discussing an effort to make skill development also 
about a connection to the classroom. 
 The node “instructional leadership team” also had a similar positive correlation of .85 to 
“engaging/learning engagement,” which suggests that both teachers and principals were 
referencing the phrases “how to engage” and “how learning engagement during” while they were 
discussing “instructional leadership team.” 
Principal Leadership and Literacy Instructional Frameworks  
 Data collected from the interviews, observations, and documents were analyzed as they 
compare to the research in both educational (Nicholls, 1987) and literacy leadership and 
frameworks (Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Hall, Burns, & Edwards, 
2011; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Marks & Printy, 2003). The data from all collected areas 
was synthesized and aligned back to the research question of how a principal influences literacy 






Table 4.5 provides the complete synthesized data matrix from all the data that was 
collected at Red Laurel Middle School. The table takes all of the data from the NVivo codes and 
how they are interpreted and synthesized from the research on both educational and literacy 
leadership to provide a portrait of what was happening at Red Laurel Middle School around 
leadership in literacy instruction and literate practices. The table shows synthesized examples 
from the data collected and where that piece of data is classified in educational leadership 
(Nicholls, 1987) and literacy leadership research (Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 
2012; Hall, Burns, & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Marks & Printy, 2003).  
These were interpreted within the context of this case at Red Laurel Middle School and Mr. 
Stone’s influence on literacy instruction while still keeping the grounded theory approach. There 
is more evidence of instructional, cultural, and human resource leadership, which align to 
research in literacy leadership. Distributive, cultural, and human resource leadership is 
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 Research on literacy leadership and implementing a literacy focus at Red Laurel Middle 
School discovered some common themes. The most common theme that aligns with the research 
is the focus on content area knowledge or content are literacy strategies (Conley, 1989; Dowell, 
Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Hall, Burns, & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007). 
Content knowledge was based on the use of different language skills in content area classes such 
as science, math, and social studies. Knowledge of best practices focused on the use of literacy 
strategies or literate practices, and the use of other best practices. Providing school structure to 
support literacy included things such as making sure all classrooms were equipped with the 
materials needed to teach literacy strategies, while literacy environment and management 
systems included things like school building expectations such as the use of small group 
instruction, and the way in which it was used schoolwide. Developing a literacy mission and 
monitoring and evaluation dealt with not only writing an actual literacy vision or mission, but 
also the monitoring, feedback, and evaluation of literacy strategies and literate practices. 
 Some common themes from the interviews, observations, and document analysis in the 
area of instruction were content area knowledge and strategies (151), skills development (56) 
(which included things such as informational text usage, anchor charts, interactive notebooks), 
and small group instruction (16). Each of these were nodes that were common among all three 
sources of data. Informational text usage was used in both core and literacy block classes and as 
they related to the core content reading passages which were informational based texts. In this 
way, informational text usage was often observed and discussed as it related to content area skills 
and strategies. Anchor charts were often visible or were referenced in class observation, 
discussed in the interviews, and were found as evidence in the documents as well. Anchor charts 






literacy alone and were created by teachers based on the content of the lesson. The same was 
found in reference to small group instruction, which suggests that the strategies that were used 
most often were connected to content area knowledge or instruction.  
Overall, content area knowledge or strategies were referenced 151 times in the compiled 
data collected at Red Laurel Middle School. The little existing research on middle school literacy 
leadership suggests that teaching literacy strategies through content area knowledge is necessary 
due to the way in which middle schools are designed (Conley, 1989; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 
2007). The same evidence can be seen at Red Laurel Middle School. There is clear evidence of a 
focus on content area reading and informational reading texts as they relate to content area 
instruction. Content area reading strategies and skills were observed in observations, discussed in 
interviews, and were given as a focus area from Mr. Stone. In observations of Ms. May, who was 
the eighth grade math teacher, informational reading passages and word problems were observed 
as they related to math instruction. The same was observed with Ms. April during science 
instruction. It was also observed during the literacy block from Ms. Grey, Ms. April, and Ms. 
May when students read different nonfiction texts aligned to content areas such as social studies, 
math, and science.  
 Another common theme in the literature on literacy leadership and found at Red Laurel 
Middle School is a focus on literacy environment and structure systems to support literacy in the 
school (Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012). This was actually referenced and observed most 
often across the content areas at Red Laurel Middle School with 203 references to literacy 
environment and systems. The literature on literacy leadership discusses the importance of 
environments such as classroom libraries or other specialized areas, like reading tables or reading 






practices such as small group instruction, anchor charts, writing, graphic organizers, and 
informational text usage that are common across the school (Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & 
Hoewing, 2012; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Marks & Printy, 2003). At Red Laurel Middle 
School, common instructional practices observed were the use of small group instruction, anchor 
charts, writing, and informational text. These were also communicated by teachers during 
interviews as an important focus of literacy instruction. Research suggests that these should be 
observed often and become a focus in schools that want to focus on literacy instruction, and they 
are also best practices for instruction regardless of a focus on literacy (Dowell, Bickmore, & 
Hoewing, 2012; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007).   
When asked about his leadership style, all teachers described Mr. Stone as both 
distributive and instructional in several capacities. For example, Ms. May described him as being 
very “trusting and open” and said that when he gives a job to a member of the leadership team or 
other teacher leader, he “…tells them that this is your domain, and of course he checks up on 
them, but I know he says that this is your domain and I want you to lead it.” Ms. Pink described a 
similar, distributive approach from Mr. Stone in saying that “…he puts a lot of trust in us. And, 
he tells us it’s our area. And he tells us to take risks.” She shared how Mr. Stone lets different 
teachers, as well as herself, fill leadership roles throughout the building:  
...he has like coaches and other people that have their own roles and he lets them do that. 
So, he goes to the tech person and says this is your area, so see what is going on and get 
back to me and if it’s not too far out, we’ll do it. He does the same with my position and 
with the AIG position. And, he frees up positions when needed and says that we will 






Here Ms. Pink is referring to her own role as literacy coach and the other members of the 
instructional leadership team. She states that he lets her make the decisions ahead of time about 
what will be coming in professional development or in some other literacy area. She indicated 
the same for the other members of the instructional leadership team.  
Ms. Pink indicated that they do a lot of planning over the summer as it relates to the 
upcoming year. She also stated that Mr. Stone told teachers they should take risks in planning 
with students in mind first: “he tells us to take risks. And, if we fail, we fail, then we change 
things and figure it out.” She talked about his ability to let teachers and teacher leaders on the 
instructional leadership team plan their area and work on it using a collaborative approach. It is 
interesting to note that all four teachers indicated that he uses this distributive approach in some 
way with full trust; however in the initial interview, Mr. Stone himself stated about his own 
approach to releasing responsibility that:  
I think I do well at making feel people feel good, but I need to work on a level of   
accountability with it and working on how quickly I’m releasing responsibility. So, if I’m 
teaching you how to do something, then I need to back it out to where you're doing it 
independently as an educator. And, not just saying oh it’s getting done… but it is getting 
done and it’s getting done throughout the building. But I think as a whole… If you look 
at if people feel comfortable about bringing up problems, they’re happy, but I need to be 
a little bit more forceful in getting things done. I find that the hardest fight that I have is 
mediocrity… 
Mr. Stone here addressed his own internal struggle with how he perceives his leadership. He felt 






accountable. The four teachers all felt that he puts a lot of trust in them, but within his own 
struggle, Mr. Stone indicated that he may be doing too much and not letting teachers lead more.   
 Marks and Printy (2003) suggest the need for teacher leadership to be cultivated in their 
research on schools in the urban south. Red Laurel Middle School is similar to these schools due 
to its location in the south and in urban areas. Another key component of that research showed 
the strongest correlation from the data in integrated leadership—a combination of instructional, 
transformational, and distributive leaderships—and schools that had successful implementation 
of the programs in literacy. There is evidence of each of these as within the macro levels of 
leadership at Red Laurel Middle School. Teacher leadership is cultivated at Red Laurel Middle 
School as evidenced in the use of the instructional leadership team that Mr. Stone created. The 
design of the team also seems to promote teacher leadership through both his actions in 
observations and in his language from the interviews. The fact that he tells teachers to “take 
risks” shows that he trusts teachers to make decisions about instruction and that he wants them to 
take initiative as well as do things that will help the school within their area of expertise.   
 The evidence suggests that Ms. Grey was disconnected from the other teachers in some 
way. For example, she did not describe literacy strategies or literate practices as thoroughly as 
the other three teachers; her use of small group instruction in observations was shorter than the 
other three teachers; and her tone was not as focused on positive student relationships as the 
other three teachers, as evidenced by her response to the students in class. While she was only 
one of the four teachers from this study, there could be other teachers at Red Laurel Middle 
School who feel the same way. The reason for this disconnect was not clear from observations 
and data collected. Further investigation would need to be completed in this area to understand 






Other areas found in the research on literacy leadership were completely absent at Red 
Laurel Middle School, including the following: a clear literacy vision or mission statement or 
literacy plan in writing, use of external development leadership or parent or community 
members, and the use of transactional leadership. Research suggests that schools should have a 
clearly written literacy vision or statement that all members of the school understand and follow 
in order to create buy in (Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Irvin, Meltzer & 
Duke, 2007). Other research also suggests that creating a culture where teachers become leaders 
and share leadership as opposed to transactional leadership presented a more effective view from 
the teacher’s perceptions (Devine & Alger, 2011).  
Despite not having a clear literary mission or vision articulated for the entire school, 
teachers restated some of the same expectations that Mr. Stone stated as his focus on literacy 
instruction throughout the building. In this case, it is curious that there is no evidence from Mr. 
Stone, the teachers, the SIP, or other written documents that has a literacy vision or statement 
clearly articulated. The research on literacy leadership states that this is an important component 
for a focus on literacy instruction.  
 Research in literacy leadership and educational leadership also indicates that community 
and other external members should be part of the literacy focus at the school; however, there is 
no evidence of the use of community members or parent at Red Laurel Middle School. Irvin, 
Meltzer, and Duke (2007) suggest that community organizations, clubs, and other local 
businesses can have a key role in contributing to school literacy success. There is evidence of the 
importance of external development and the community in literacy leadership, but it is not as 
prevalent or widespread as other areas in research on literacy leadership. For example, Dowell, 






address community or parent involvement in any way. It is certainly not as common in the 
research as other elements such as literacy vision, content area focused literacy skills, or best 
practices.  
 There was no evidence of transactional leadership in any way at Red Laurel Middle 
School. The lack of this type of leadership is not surprising given that most of the research lends 
towards a collaborative or distributive leadership approach as being more effective in 
establishing or using literacy instruction as a focus. Some research suggest that it may be 
beneficial for the use in building a literacy culture, but most of the research from educational 
leadership does not suggest that it is the most effective educational leadership approach (Irvin, 
Meltzer, & Duke, 2007). 
Meta levels of visioning a literacy instructional focus. 
 The visible pieces of meta leadership at Red Laurel Middle School were around social 
justice (7) and ethical and moral leadership (21), as can be seen above in Table 4.5. These were 
seen in the way that Mr. Stone and the teachers discussed restorative practices to build 
relationships, but not as they directly related to the literacy focus. There were no references to 
external development leadership as mentioned above. While it was the smallest level of 
leadership referenced, Mr. Stone talked of “pushing and driving teachers to push students more.” 
This also came out in the teacher interviews when they discussed his leadership. Their perception 
of him is similar to how he described himself. Meta levels are connected to literacy leadership in 
the vision or overall focus on social justice or other areas that inform a principal’s leadership.  
 Mr. Stone spoke of the need to change the way that teachers at Red Laurel Middle School 
taught their students due to the change in demographics. Mr. Stone stated that he tries to instill in 






students come from. When asked about the school culture and where he wanted the school to be 
in terms of school culture and literacy, he stated:  
… so part of it is realizing that the kids may not have the skill set… and how we provide 
that skill set for them without falling into the bless your heart mentality of that’s just who 
they are, that’s the best they can—and it’s not.! It’s just where they're at. So we have to 
shift a little bit in terms of how we teach. We do a good job of offering and trying things 
out, but really putting in the time to adjust what we are doing and to get down to the brass 
tax of what we are doing to solve some of these problems… it’s still more of a general 
since on that area and we need to do a better job of supporting kids on the whole. 
It is clear here that his focus on getting every student to succeed comes out not only in literacy 
instruction, but in the overall missioning and visioning that comes across in his speech and his 
actions. This is referenced also as an indicator of cultural leadership due to how Mr. Stone tries 
to establish a culture around student growth and focusing on student relationships.  
Teachers also described Mr. Stone as someone with a lot of drive and push to do more for 
the students. Ms. May said “he wants to make you work harder. He has us set goals and has 
students and teachers work toward them. So he pushes us continuously for those goals.” This 
aligns with the area of meta level leadership as he is pushing and driving teachers to get results 
for students regardless of where they came from or falling into what Mr. Stone calls the “bless 
your heart mentality.” This is also prevalent in macro leadership within the cultural leadership 
realm of the research. And, for the purposes of the data collection and synthesis, it falls under 
both meta and macro levels with cultural leadership. Picucci, Brownson, & Kalhert (2002) 






schools had established a culture of equity and high achievement that permeated the entire 
building.   
In the literacy leadership research, there is discussion of the importance of using 
culturally relevant pedagogy and texts for students (Hall, Burns, & Edwards, 2011). Since Red 
Laurel Middle School is predominantly a minority school, culturally relevant texts are important 
because they help student can relate to characters or other features within a text. Research shows 
that if a student can identify with the text, they are more likely to feel connected to the text and 
therefore more likely to read more often (Hall, Burns, & Edwards, 2011). Mr. Stone stated that 
he “wants more culturally relevant texts” for students and that he is searching for those books for 
the classroom libraries, but the other four teachers did not address culturally relevant texts at all. 
He also stated that if he could ask for one thing from central office to help address the literacy 
focus, it would be “more books…and more culturally relevant books.”  
 While not directly related to the research question, restorative practices were referenced 
seven times in interviews from both the principal and the teachers. Restorative practices were 
usually referenced when teachers talked about student relationships and discipline, particularly 
when they and Mr. Stone discussed a new discipline approach using restorative practices and 
restorative circles. This was a new focus this year at Red Laurel Middle School and it was 
addressed in reference to how to approach discipline. It was also referenced when teachers talked 
about building student relationships. These references are relevant in this data and with this 
research question, because restorative practices align with meta level leadership and using a 
social justice approach to building student relationships. These practices are also related to using 







Macro levels with a distributive approach to literacy instruction. 
Macro level leadership was observed and referenced most often from the codes in NVivo. 
Instructional leadership was referenced the most out of the six areas of leadership under the 
macro level. It is not surprising that there was more evidence of instructional leadership, because 
Mr. Stone focused on literacy and instructional best practices, and this study focuses on his 
influence on literacy instruction. Most of what was focused on was the use of, talk about, and 
observed actions around literacy instruction and literate practices. 
Instructional leadership was noted was during observations of both Mr. Stone and Ms. 
Pink as they delivered professional development sessions on writing and the use of small group 
instruction in content areas. In an interview with Ms. April, she also indicated that Mr. Stone and 
other coaches from the instructional leadership team delivered professional development. She 
indicated that it was a team effort, not just his job. She gave an example of one professional 
development session that Mr. Stone did around literacy and small group instruction: “…Mr. 
Stone has actually done breakout sessions with teachers and provided the feedback to teachers, 
so that they can succeed. Often times he will deliver professional development on those early 
release days and teacher workdays.” This is a clear indication of instructional leadership where 
Mr. Stone not only holds teachers to high expectations, but also shows them how. Ms. May 
commented that he does similar professional development, and she thought that he was “so 
effective” because “he is an instructional leader. He lays it out. And he knows the stuff. He 
doesn’t ask us to do things that he is not knowledgeable about. He knows his stuff and he follows 
up on it.” Whalstrom (2012) showed in his study that teachers very seldom reported that 
principals delivered hands-on instructional leadership or professional development when 






more visible in the hallways and classrooms. If this is the case in the data, then Mr. Stone would 
be one of the exceptions to the rule in middle school principal leadership because he delivers 
professional development and was often visible in classrooms, the hallways, and other common 
areas.  
The research on literacy leadership addresses the importance of professional development 
in coaching teachers on expectations as well as on specific literate practices and strategies 
(Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Conley, 1989; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007). Professional 
development “should accompany ongoing follow-through mentoring and support… literacy 
coaches should be attentive to the use of good literacy practices (or lack of these practices) in the 
classroom, offer specific and collaborative support” (Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007, p. 188). Ms. 
Pink often spoke of collaborative professional development and PLC (Professional Learning 
Community) meetings and how she was “learning with them.” She also was observed giving 
feedback to teachers after classroom visits both about what was observed and what was not 
observed.  
When Mr. Stone talked about his focus on literacy instruction during the initial interview, 
his knowledge of core instruction and instructional best practices was clear. His background as a 
former middle school English language arts teacher provides him with even more expertise in the 
area of literate practices and literacy instruction. During interviews, he was able to provide 
examples of how literacy works and should be taught in classrooms regardless of the content. 
Research on literacy leadership describes how a principal’s knowledge of literacy instruction and 
literate practices is important to building a focus on literacy (Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, 
& Hoewing, 2012; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007). Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) 






important to successful literacy programs because they helped principals build school structures 
focused on literacy instruction. Mr. Stone had structures in place designed around and focused on 
the literacy instruction such as the instructional leadership team and professional development 
around literate practices and strategies. 
When asked about how the instructional leadership team is designed and works together, 
Mr. Stone stated that it was a collaborative effort and that he gives responsibilities to all 
members of the team in their respective expertise areas. When explaining his role on the team, he 
stated:  
My job is once the decision is made, and I will give you my two cents as an educator, but 
it is my job to make it work here. It doesn’t matter whether I disagree or not, and I can’t 
say nanny, nanny, boo boo.. I told you it wouldn’t work. No, it’s let’s make it work. I can 
sit around blaming other people or look for a silver bullet to solve everything … 
Ms. Pink, Ms. Grey, and Ms. May indicated that the instructional leadership team was a big part 
of the school’s decision-making component. Ms. Pink, who is on the instructional leadership 
team, gave examples of how she would take an idea to Mr. Stone and he would say let’s go with 
it and see it works. The team met at least every other week and in the summer to plan for the 
year. This team functioned to drive instruction and make decisions in the team, but it was also an 
example of distributive leadership. Irvin, Meltzer, and Duke (2007) suggest that one of the most 
important factors in literacy leadership is establishing what they refer to a literacy team at the 
school level to oversee instruction, training, and data. The structure described by Irvin, Meltzer, 
and Duke (2007) is similar to the focus of the instructional leadership team that Mr. Stone 
established at Red Laurel Middle School. The structure of this team is also evidence of Marks & 






leadership. Principals who use professional development, coaching, and modeling to monitor 
instruction are more likely to be considered instructional leaders (Sergiovanni, 1987).  
 Distributive leadership was observed the second highest, with 68 references from NVivo 
nodes. This type of leadership often came up in interviews and was seen in a few observations 
during professional development from both Mr. Stone and Ms. Pink. As a whole, there were 
several references to the staff working as a collaborative unit, with mention of clear teacher 
leaders and coaches in the building. A code collaborative based on collaboration was never 
established as a common node from the autocode feature in NVivo, but there were several 
instances of staff working in collaboration. For example, in one observation of Ms. Pink 
delivering professional development, she addressed the teachers by saying “…I am here learning 
this with you…” and made several references to that in the beginning so that teachers felt more 
and could “focus more and be more present in what they were about to learn.” She also 
referenced this in her interviews, describing herself as more of a “facilitator” in professional 
development and other meetings.  
 Marks and Printy (2003) suggest that principals from their study who used the integrated 
model of leadership had the strongest literacy programs (p. 8). One drawback that can stem from 
an instructional leadership focus is that it can create a top-down leadership approach, if teachers 
are not a functional part of the decision-making processes and leadership team (p. 10). This is 
why research suggests a focus on an integrated or shared instructional leadership approach 
(Marks & Printy, 2003), which aligns to educational research suggesting instructional leadership 
in education has created a system-wide culture of micro-managing principals (Fullan, 2014).  
During the initial interview, Mr. Stone indicated that he was “not a micromanager” and 






instructional leader who “they have never worked as hard for.” Ms. May even indicated that 
before Mr. Stone came, the district asked what type of principal they would like to see at Red 
Laurel Middle School. Ms. May stated that the staff told the district that they wanted an 
instructional leader, but then she followed that by they should have been “careful what we 
wished for.”  
While Mr. Stone stated that he was not a micromanager, some of the comments from Ms. 
May and Ms. Pink suggest that there is a small level of managing through the focus on “hard 
work” that he may not be aware comes out in his leadership. In the initial interview, Mr. Stone 
stated that he feels he has to release some control, but still hold teachers accountable. It is not 
clear from this case study if this micromanaging and hard work is a function that is created from 
the use of instructional leadership, as research indicates, or if this is in relation to Mr. Stone and 
his leadership style in particular.  
 Cultural leadership was referenced almost as many times as was distributive leadership 
from the nodes in NVivo and from observations and the document analysis. Assuming that 
cultural leadership is defined by common practices, norms, and values to form a school identity, 
the evidence from the nodes, interviews, and observation show that there is a large focus on 
school culture (Sergiovanni, 1984). It was clear that the interviews of the teachers and the 
principal are similar in that they all discuss a focus on students, growth, and common literacy 
strategies. These were expressed in classroom observations and interviews and provide evidence 
of the school culture. Evidence that cultural leadership is important at Red Laurel Middle School 
can be found in the way that the teachers described the same focus on students and “growth.” 
They all, even Ms. Grey, who was not always directly aligned with the other three teachers, 






also examples of this focus, such as the observed interactions with Ms. April and her students as 
they came into the classroom. She greeted them with handshakes and hugs. These are indications 
of relationship between the students and the teacher. As research suggests, the relationship that 
students have in the classroom is important for the student’s ability to focus and be engaged in 
those classrooms (Hall, Burn, & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007).  
Another indicator of school culture and relationships between the staff was referenced in 
an interview with Ms. Grey. She stated that the staff was “a family” when asked to describe the 
school culture. This is the only piece of evidence or reference to the staff “being a family” in the 
data.  Research from literary leadership and educational leadership provides that a notable key to 
the success of literacy programs was a principal’s relationship with staff members in the building 
(Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Marks & Printy, 2003; Sergiovanni, 2007). Principals 
who were seen as having a stronger relationship with staff members were seen as being more 
effective in literacy capacity and literacy leadership (Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012).  
 There is some evidence of teacher empowerment in the instructional leadership team. 
When Mr. Stone stated that he wants teachers to “take risks” and that he trusts them to make 
decisions about instruction, he was speaking of empowerment and teacher leadership. Bennis 
(1989) describes empowerment as the collective effort of leadership that enables teachers and 
others feel that they are part of the community and the decision-making process. Marks and 
Printy (2003) state that teacher leadership is an important component in leadership in the schools 
they researched and it was an area that was lacking in the research and needed further 
investigation. The importance of shared instructional leadership in a distributive approach was an 






“control” and “complete control” under the larger node “leadership,” Mr. Stone talked about 
releasing his own control, but still keeping high expectations of teachers and students. 
Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) indicate that what they refer to as integrated 
leadership is important to literacy leadership based on Marks and Printy (2003). They open their 
study with a description of both types of leadership. They indicate that integrated leadership is a 
merging of both transformational and instructional leadership. They suggest that it includes “a 
strong emphasis on building organizational capacity based on a collective vision wherein teacher 
leadership is nurtured, encouraged, and promoted” (p. 8). In this example, integrated leadership 
is much like a cross between distributive and instructional leadership. Mr. Stone uses 
instructional and distributive leadership most often, followed closely by cultural leadership. The 
findings from this study support integrated literacy leadership in which teachers can become 
teacher leaders in their respective areas (Marks & Printy, 2003).   
Mr. Stone discussed his expectations for literacy in the building, and those items were 
included on the checklist for observations. These strategies and expectations were items such as 
small group instruction, anchor charts, content area literacy strategies, grade level alignment, 
vertical alignment, writing process, skill sets/development, and consistency. Based on the results 
from this study, Mr. Stone uses coaches and leaders in the building to be part of the driving force 
of the focus on literacy. He indicated several times in observations and interviews that he expects 
teachers to be leaders in the building and that all students can achieve no matter where they come 
from. These two themes often emerged in the interviews and the observations. Teachers also 
indicated that Mr. Stone trusts them to make decisions and be the leaders in their respective 
areas. In interviews of both the principal and the four teachers, trust came up often in relation to 






everything that they are doing. But, you have to trust. You have to build up the expectations 
[pause] so they can build themselves up.” English (2008) argues that leaders have to first know 
who they are before they can lead a school. How a principal sees his/herself and the world will 
affect the way in which they lead a school building; being cognizant of this fact is vitally 
important. 
Mr. Stone also discussed the use of coaches, particularly the literacy coach, Ms. Pink, in 
the literacy plan, on the instructional leadership team. An example from the nodes is the item 
“coach,” which was often discussed in relation to professional development or to the use of the 
instructional leadership team in literate practices and strategies. That team functioned to lead the 
bundling in decisions that are made based on data. He gives each person an area that is theirs to 
lead based on their expertise. The instructional leadership team was a direct, structural example 
of instructional, distributive, and cultural leadership approaches as well as an example of literacy 
environment and management systems. Ms. Pink, the literacy coach, seemed to have as much 
power as the principal in making decisions about professional development, especially around 
literacy instruction. This is a clear evidence of distributive leadership, or as Dowell, Bickmore, 
and Hoewing (2012) describe the approach, integrated leadership. Ms. Pink indicated that each 
time a decision was made, they talked about it, went with it, and reconvened to change it if 
needed – making it a collaborative effort. Mr. Stone stated that he wants teachers to “take risks” 
and be leaders in their respective areas.   
 Mr. Stone had structures in place for literacy instruction focused on students and their 
data. The use of the literacy block in the morning, or the enrichment period, was a clear 
indication that planning and processes were in place to address literacy instruction. While student 






found that a focus on instructional time in the school schedule has a positive effect on student 
achievement (Gettinger, 1995; Marzano, Gaddy, & Dean 2000). Not only were they in practice at 
Red Laurel Middle School, but they were focused on the students and what they need 
collectively. Small group instruction was used as a tool by Mr. Stone to build effective strategies 
for students in both literacy and content area instruction. He also spoke of this being a pre-cursor 
the prior year when he implemented and introduced small group instruction. He indicated that 
this was part of the plan, because the Units of Study curriculum was heavy on small group 
instruction. In this way, he was frontloading pieces of the curriculum so that teachers could feel 
more comfortable using the strategies and ultimately be more successful in the long run. Mr. 
Stone stated:  
we were on this course before it started, so one reason we started with small group 
instruction was because that is the hardest part of the shift. But, if you can solve that 
piece when they say small group instruction or writer’s workshop, it’s not as alarming [to 
teachers]. 
He added in reference to this and the focus on literacy that “…we are asking a lot of them 
in so many content areas, the more we can decrease what we are asking them to learn, the more 
grounded they become in what they are learning.” This shows clear forethought and a planning 
on tiering the teachers’ learning and professional development in order to build a culture over 
time around literacy instruction. This is a clear connection to literacy environment and 
management systems as well as the creation of school structures to support literacy (Dowell, 
Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012).   
 Human resources leadership was referenced more often than originally expected, with 






resource leadership as focusing on the relationships between the organization and the people who 
work within the organization. The use of human resource leadership also focuses on human 
capital and the skills, qualifications, and value they can bring to an organization (Owens & 
Valesky, 2007). There were a few references to planning and putting people in the right places in 
the school to make the school work better as a whole. This is evidence of using human capital to 
bring about positive results for the entire school. Here the connection to human resource, 
cultural, and distributive leadership showed a teacher leadership and empowerment structure in 
the school, such as the instructional resource team that Mr. Stone uses to collaboratively plan the 
instructional focus and drive of the building.  
During an interview, Ms. Pink discussed how many of the staff left when Mr. Stone 
came, which brought in new people with new talents. In that conversation, she also spoke of a 
French teacher who was moved into an ELL teacher position because it was an area of higher 
need. In another instance, Mr. Stone described putting the right people together in planning so 
that they can have the highest outcome products and productivity. Ms. Pink also described how 
Mr. Stone “creates positions” as often as he can to make sure that “we have coaches in the 
building who can assist in delivering professional development and feedback to teachers when 
needed.” This is evidence of what research on educational leadership suggests: leadership that 
puts a premium on people, and their human capital, will produce a more effective organization 
(Denver, 1997).  
 There was no evidence of transactional leadership in this study. Transactional leadership 
is defined from the research as leadership that relies on a top-down style that incorporates the 






not mention any directives, and none of the teachers suggested anything of directives from Mr. 
Stone. There was much more evidence that he worked more collaboratively with teachers.  
 There were a few references to transformational leadership. Here, the evidence is around 
how he spoke of students and how teachers spoke of him and his motivation to see students 
succeed. Transformational leadership seeks change first, and this was clear in his first interview 
when he spoke of changing the school culture due to the change in its student population. He 
stated that both he and teachers had to change the way they were teaching and approaching 
students. Ms. May indicated this as well and stated that if she could describe the school culture 
and Mr. Stone in one word, she stated “change” and “growth.” Marks and Printy (2003) also 
suggest that elements of transformational leadership are important in a leader and in focusing on 
literacy instruction; however, their suggested that instructional and shared, distributive 
approaches were more valuable in building teacher leaders.  
Micro levels of managing the literacy focus. 
 Both strategic and managerial leadership were referenced about the same amount of 
times. Strategic leadership was seen slightly more than managerial leadership. When strategic 
leadership was referenced, it was in regards to planning and systems that Mr. Stone has in place 
to carry out literacy instruction. Some of these nodes, of course, fell into instructional or 
distributive leadership as well. Mr. Stone spoke of using walkthroughs, which was also evidence 
of strategic leadership. Teachers also spoke of the walkthroughs from Mr. Stone and the other 
members of either the instructional leadership team or the administration. Mr. Stone stated that 
he “tries to go to as many classes as possible and complete walkthroughs to give teachers 






 Managerial leadership was referenced in examples such as meetings and PLCs 
(professional learning communities) that happen weekly. In one observation of a department 
meeting, Mr. Stone and another administrator were there in the meeting, but the meeting was 
being led by teachers. Mr. Stone indicated that he tries to attend or at least visit all the 
department and PLC meetings so that teachers know he is there to help.  
 Two of the major themes from Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing’s (2012) research into 
developing a literacy framework are the importance of literacy environment and management 
systems and the importance of providing school structures to support literacy. At Red Laurel 
Middle School, they provided school structures to support literacy, as observed in the use of 
setting up and purchasing u-shaped tables for students to do small group instruction or literature 
conferences and the use of classroom libraries for every classroom.  
Ms. May also spoke of Mr. Stone as a “servant leader” and said she sees him doing not 
only the large things like instruction and professional development, but notes he is 
willing to do whatever needed to be done no matter how glamorous or unglamorous it 
was…and he is usually the one that does all the unglamorous jobs. He is willing to go 
move chairs if needed…he covers a class if a teacher is running late. 
Ms. Gray described Mr. Stone as “managerial” and “situational” in nature. She was the only 
teacher who described him in this way. She stated that Mr. Stone “pretty much puts things in 
place and pretty much executes them…he puts expectations in place and we have to meet those 
expectations. He makes decisions based on the situation. He disciplines the kids according to the 
situation.” 
All the teachers mentioned described Mr. Stone as a hands-on leader. This is evidence of 






research in educational leadership suggests principals have to deal with the moment and 
maintain, keep order, and manage to make things better (Ramsey, 2006). The vast array of 
educational leadership suggests that principals should use all three levels of leadership: meta, 
macro, and micro levels. They need to weave their meta and macro leadership agendas into 
micro area meetings such as PLCs, professional development sessions, grade level meetings, or 
department meetings. As Mr. Stone asked of himself and his leadership focus: “how do you keep 
the big picture, but also focus on the nuts and bolts of the issue?”  
Literacy leadership framework: A comparison example.  
To provide another layer of analysis into how Mr. Stone influences literacy instruction, 
Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing’s (2012) research was compared to the findings at Red Laurel 
Middle School. This study was chosen to provide a comparison to a literacy leadership 
framework, because it suggests the clearest framework available from research on literacy 
leadership. This research is practical and the findings contain various levels of leadership.   
Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) developed five areas of literacy leadership that 
could be used as a framework and model for developing a focus on literacy instruction in a 
school building. They asked over 140 individuals in higher education and other education leaders 
about the elements of literacy that were important in establishing a literacy plan. They found that 
the following five areas were the most common elements needed: [1] content knowledge, [2] 
knowledge of best practices spanning developmental age ranges and content areas, [3] provide 
school structure to support literacy, [4] literacy environment and management systems, and [5] 
developing a literacy mission and monitoring and evaluation of literacy instruction. Like most 
research, the study focused on mostly elementary schools, but the application of a literacy 






principal has on literacy instruction. Based on the data collected in this case study, there is 
evidence that Mr. Stone has used all aspects from the literacy leadership framework found in 
Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012). The findings show that there are more examples of 
literacy environment and management systems than any other theme, with 203 references.  
The area of the literacy leadership framework that was referenced most often was the 
literacy environment and management systems with a total number of references at 203 and the 
number of nodes at 16. Content knowledge only had 5 nodes, but within those five nodes, there 
were 151 references, making it the second most common literacy leadership area. Knowledge of 
best practices spanning developmental ages and content area had 122 references with 11 
different nodes. Developing a literacy mission and evaluation of literacy instruction had 79 
references with only 7 nodes. Providing school structure to support literacy had a similar result, 
with 73 references and 9 nodes.  
 There are some similarities in the data from Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012), but 
there are some clear distinctions as well. There was much more evidence of literacy environment 
and management systems at Red Laurel Middle School. This study had 203 references and 16 
nodes, while their study had 241, which was their fourth highest referenced theme. In their study, 
content knowledge had the most instances at 818, and Red Laurel Middle School had 151, which 
was the second highest category from the framework. Table 4.6 shows the comparison of the 
findings from Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) and the findings at Red Laurel Middle 
School. The number in the parentheses indicates which themes were seen most often with one 








Table 4.6.  Comparison of Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing and Mr. Stone’s Literacy Leadership 
Themes of Literacy Leadership Dowell, Bickmore, & 
Hoewing (2012)  
Mr. Stone’s 
Literacy Leadership  
Content knowledge  818 (1) 151 (2) 
Knowledge of best practices spanning 
developmental age ranges and content areas  
385 (2) 122 (3)  
Provide school structures to support literacy  163 (5) 73  (5)  
Literacy environment & management 
systems  
241 (4) 203 (1) 
Developing a literacy mission and 
monitoring and evaluation of literacy 
instruction  
378 (3) 79 (4)  
 
Both the findings around Mr. Stone’s leadership and the data collected from Dowell, Bickmore, 
and Hoewing (2012) show that content knowledge is one of the most common pieces of the 
literacy focus. Observations of teachers in the classroom also showed that what they are 
discussing and doing in their classrooms is aligned to this framework. As the data from Table 4.2 
shows, small group instruction, anchor charts, and informational text usage were observed most 
often in teacher and principal observations. The literacy leadership framework from Dowell, 
Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012) discusses the use of flexible grouping and small group 
instruction under both the best practices and the literacy environment and management systems.  
 The data across interviews, observations, and document analysis suggests that small 
group instruction is a large component or tool of how Mr. Stone affects literacy instruction at 
Red Laurel Middle School. Ms. Pink indicated that Mr. Stone purchased u-shaped tables for 
every classroom with the intent of using them in small group instruction. Mr. Stone confirmed 
this when asked for clarity. He stated that “if they didn’t have them, I looked around and tried to 
find them wherever I could. I got some from here and some from there and all around.” Mr. 
Stone also talked about how he wanted every classroom to have a large classroom library and 






particularly culturally relevant books…” This is evidence of providing structures to support 
literacy. The data shows that there is more evidence that Mr. Stone and his influence over 
literacy instruction fall mostly within the literacy environment and management systems. The 
findings at Red Laurel Middle School indicate that the largest influence that Mr. Stone has on 
literacy instruction lies within the ability to provide schoolwide structures and management 
systems while focusing on clear content area strategies in literacy instruction and literate 
practices. This indicates that in middle school a focus on structures and systems may be more 
important than they are in an elementary setting.  
Summary 
 Literacy instruction is vital for all grade levels, but it becomes an important bridge 
between elementary and high schools, yet it is not often a focus of research. The findings from 
this case study show evidence that Mr. Stone uses distributive leadership and instructional 
leadership as well as cultural leadership to guide his work at Red Laurel Middle School. There is 
evidence of literacy environmental and management systems as well as content area instruction 
focused around a literacy leadership framework. The teachers and the principal all indicated a 
focus on literacy instruction and an overall sense of building a school culture around literacy 
strategies and creating a school where all students are expected to succeed. These were 
evidenced by the references to human resource, cultural, and distributive leadership, all of which 
support findings also found in literacy leadership.  
There is more evidence of the structures and systems that Mr. Stone has enacted to 
influence literacy instruction at Red Laurel Middle School while using the meta level of 
leadership most often. These include the literacy block, instructional leadership team, 






such as classroom libraries, and u-shaped tables that teachers need to effectively deliver literacy 
instruction.  
 As other research suggests, distributive and instructional leadership should be a focus in 
schools today (Leitwood & Jantzi, 2012; Marks & Printy, 2003; Sergiovanni, 2007). The 
findings at Red Laurel Middle School support this research but also add new areas, particularly 
for schools that want to focus on literacy and make long term gains on academic measures. 
Principals have an indirect impact on student achievement but can make a difference by 
influencing what and how instruction is taught by teachers in classrooms. This requires that a 
principal be not only knowledgeable of effective practices in literacy instruction and overall best 
practices, but also know how to build a school culture. There was evidence of clear follow 
through in professional development that is delivered from the staff as well as from Mr. Stone 
himself. This shows that Mr. Stone not only is able to talk about his knowledge of literacy 
instruction and literate practices to teachers, but also he shows them how to do it by coaching 
and modeling.  
 Areas that were missing at Red Laurel Middle School and that did not align to research in 
literacy leadership were community involvement within the external leadership level, 
transactional leadership, and having a written literacy vision or plan. As referenced by teachers 
and himself during the interviews, Mr. Stone has clear trust in his staff, which creates teacher 
leadership and empowerment. He trusts his teachers and instructional leadership team to be 
leaders in their areas of expertise and to carry out their roles. This is suggestive of distributive 
leadership, cultural leadership, and human resource leadership models in building a 











CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION  
Introduction  
 This study was designed to discover how a principal’s leadership influences literacy 
instruction in a middle school. The study used qualitative case study methods with interviews, 
observations, and document analysis that were analyzed using a grounded theory approach. The 
data collected show that the principal, Mr. Stone, operates mostly within the macro levels of 
leadership. There is more evidence of instructional, distributive, cultural, and human resource 
leadership than other areas of leadership. His leadership closely aligns with the research from 
literacy leadership particularly related to using content area instructional strategies and structures 
within the school that support or develop school-wide literacy strategies and literate practices 
(Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Hall, Burns & Edwards, 2011; Irvin, 
Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Marks & Printy, 2003). From this case study, a literacy leadership 
framework can be derived and built upon based on the data collected and former research into 
literacy and educational leadership. There were some clear consistencies in former research 
studies; however, there were also some clear distinctions. There was evidence of literacy systems 
and management, use of an integrated leadership style (distributive and instructional leadership 
combined), teacher leadership and empowerment, content area literacy strategies, best practices 
in instruction, small group instruction, and monitoring, feedback, and professional development 
(Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Marks & 
Printy, 2003). Those domains were referenced more often than any other domain from prior 






From the research conducted at Red Laurel Middle School, a framework and lens for 
literacy leadership in a middle school can be built upon. This study provides a descriptive way of 
addressing leadership for literacy instruction in a middle school setting. While this study does 
not answer every question or address each aspect of what is happening at Red Laurel Middle 
School, it does investigate how Mr. Stone’s leadership influences literacy instruction. It also 
addresses, to a smaller degree, teachers’ perceptions of their principal and his leadership.  
Discussion of Findings 
 The findings in this study show that Mr. Stone has an influence on literacy instruction at 
Red Laurel Middle School, which aligns to other research in principal impact on teacher 
instruction (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). This study provides five major components for literacy 
leadership: [1] as former research suggests, the principal has a direct impact on literacy 
instruction (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005); [2] Mr. Stone operates more often in the macro levels of 
leadership – specifically in regards to instructional, distributive, cultural, and human resource 
leadership; [3] there are components of a literacy framework in place at Red Laurel Middle 
School that are similar, but not exactly the same as other research in literacy leadership; [4] there 
is evidence and acknowledgement of trust among some staff from the principal; and [5] there is 
evidence of shared, collaborative leadership where teachers and other staff members have an 
important role in the decision-making processes, thus creating teacher leadership and 
empowerment.  
Liethwood and Jantzi (2005) indicate that the principal has an indirect influence on 
student achievement, but a direct impact on teacher instruction. This study appears to support the 
theory that a principal has an impact on teacher instruction. In this case, Mr. Stone’s impact on 






coaching around literacy instruction. He created structures in the building that are supportive of 
and influence literacy instruction. For example, he has created a literacy or enrichment block in 
the schedule, convened an instructional leadership team, called for the creation of classroom 
libraries, and provided other resources such as u-shaped tables for small group instruction and 
large paper for oversized notes to create anchor charts. He and the members of the instructional 
leadership team also created professional development for teachers led by not only the literacy 
coach, Ms. Pink, but also by Mr. Stone himself.  
In this study, Mr. Stone uses structures and instructional strategies throughout the 
building that teachers were able to state back during interviews and observations. The common 
language of certain strategies was clear as they were communicated by Mr. Stone, observed in 
action in the classrooms, and also observed during professional development as a focus. He uses 
coaches to deliver the message throughout the building, but has “a system of inspection to see if 
compliance occurs, and…makes sure that feedback is designed to improve compliance” (Weick, 
1982, p. 674). Weick (1982) shows that most schools are loosely coupled systems and are 
therefore different from other organizations in the way that they are organized. For example, 
“schools make extensive use of specialists; every time a specialist is inserted between an 
administrator and a student, the control over the student is loosened” (Weick, 1982, p. 674). In 
being loosely coupled systems, the principal “needs to stimulate initiatives to move in a common 
direction. This is most likely to happen when the administrator articulates a direction with 
eloquence, persistence, and detail” (Weick, 1982, p. 675). Mr. Stone is not directly connected to 
students, but is indirectly connected to students through the specialist and other teachers. The 
overall school organization may be a loosely coupled system, but literacy instruction and literate 






There was evidence of and references to macro level leadership. It is clear that there was 
more evidence that Mr. Stone uses macro level leadership by linking the individual “to the entity 
– be it the whole organization or just a division, department or group” (Nicholls, 1987, p. 20).  
Within the macro levels of leadership, Mr. Stone uses instructional and distributive leadership to 
build a school culture around literacy and student growth. It is clear from the findings that Mr. 
Stone uses distributive leadership in that he has created an instructional leadership team that not 
only focuses on instruction, but that also creates leaders in the building who deliver the overall 
school vision in literacy. As Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2007) describe in their research, 
distributive leadership is a “distributed perspective that presses us to consider the enactment of 
leadership tasks as potentially stretched over the practice of two or more leaders and followers” 
(p. 16). The findings in this study show that the interaction of the instructional leadership team is 
a component of leadership that Mr. Stone uses to distribute the message around literacy 
instruction throughout Red Laurel Middle School. This team is an example of instructional 
leadership as well as the focus of the team is on instruction. This is similar to the combined 
approach of distributive and instructional leadership discussed in Marks and Printy (2003) for 
literacy leadership.  
An example of a focus on instructional leadership is the amount of processes, structures, 
and professional development that Mr. Stone provides to staff members around literacy 
instruction. There were many references to direct instructional focus from each of the four 
teachers interviewed as well as from Mr. Stone. In line with former research in this area, such as 
Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012), Mr. Stone uses structures and management systems, 
knowledge of best practices, and content knowledge from the literacy leadership framework. The 






for teachers to build their knowledge of literacy. Some examples of these structures are: the 
enrichment or literacy block, the instructional leadership team, professional development and a 
focus on small group instruction, as well as books and other resource materials that teachers need 
in their classrooms for literacy instruction. This aligns to former research in the area of literacy 
leadership (Conley, 1989; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Hall, Burns & Edwards, 2011; 
Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Marks & Printy, 2003).  
In other research on instructional leadership, Grissom, Loeb, and Master (2013) found a 
positive correlation between “time spent directly coaching teachers,” and “student achievement” 
(p. 440). They also found that in schools where walkthroughs were seen as feedback and 
professional development, the results were positive, but results were negative in schools where 
walkthroughs were not connected to professional development or were seen as punitive. While 
this case study does not study the impact of the principal’s leadership on student achievement, 
there is evidence from interviews and observations that Mr. Stone uses the walkthroughs for 
direct feedback and he actually delivers coaching and professional development to teachers 
himself. As Ms. May indicated, she felt that Mr. Stone “shows them and delivers what he 
expects instead of just telling teachers and expecting them to know what to do.”   
 Other research around instructional leadership shows that the principal needs to be 
knowledgeable of best practices and they have to use other people in the building to the deliver 
in areas in which they are not proficient. There is evidence of both in Mr. Stone as a principal. 
His background as a former middle school English language arts teacher and his discussion of 
literacy strategies shows that he knows the literacy content and works with all his staff so that 
they feel like leaders in their respective areas (Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012; Irvin, 






 A proposed literacy framework and lens for creating a literary focus in a middle school 
can be adapted from this case study and former research in both educational leadership and 
literacy leadership. Based upon the findings from this case study, the following is suggested as a 
focus for middle schools who want to focus on literacy strategies and literate practices across 
their school:  
• Focus on content area literacy instruction with the use of informational based text.  
• Use best practices around instruction such as: anchor charts, small group instruction, 
interactive notebooks, word walls, culturally relevant texts, as well as others from former 
research. 
• Create school structures, procedures, and common language around literacy strategies 
and literate practices.  
• Coach teachers using professional development and ongoing feedback, evaluation, and 
implementation.  
• Create an instructional leadership team that makes decisions around instruction and 
literacy strategies.  
• Use distributive, instructional leadership focus that uses teacher leadership in a specific 
way to create processes within the school.  
One of the most influential and surprising findings of this research is the evidence around 
the building of teacher leadership, empowerment, and building a trusting environment at Red 
Laurel Middle School. All of this is evidence of cultural and human resource leadership. It was 
evident that Mr. Stone has trust in his teachers and staff members as he tells them to “take risks” 
and to lead in their area of expertise. Teachers indicated in teacher interviews that he “trusts 






he “wants us to take risks and tells us go out and find an idea, we’ll run with it and see if it 
works…if not we will change it and try something else.”  
Brown (2018) shows that organizations and organizational leadership deals with leaders 
who trust in their employees to create a productive and positive culture. In her research on 
organizations across the nation and leadership within some of the largest school districts and 
organizations, Brene’ Brown (2018) discusses the importance of trust and listening in an 
organization. She states that “companies with high levels of trust beat the average annualized 
returns of the S&P 500 by a factor of three” (p. 223). In her years of research with the companies 
and delivering professional development and meetings with them, she stated that if there is “no 
trust, [there is] no connection” and “…trust is the glue that hold teams and organizations 
together. We ignore trust issues at the expense of our own performance, and the expense of our 
team’s and organization’s success” (p. 222). Trust becomes vitally important for a solid school 
culture. If we are to push students for higher growth more and more, then as a staff, teachers 
should be able to have trust in each other and, especially, their principal. Based on the interviews 
and observations, there was a clear indication that Mr. Stone has empowered teachers to be 
teacher leaders. He describes distributive and cultural leadership as being about establishing a 
school that is based on community. Bennis (1989) adds that when the followers and others in the 
organization feel that competence matters, they are part of the community, they are a part of the 
decision-making process, and that their everyday work is engaging to them (p. 39). 
In the process of this research, Mr. Stone highlighted the role of trust in leadership but 
also the release of and use of accountability. He addressed in the initial interview as well as 
subsequent interviews that he struggled with when to release the accountability, but also be sure 






and pull of control” and “accountability.” He describes here what research suggest as the 
struggle between giving teachers leadership, but also having accountability in what principal’s 
expect to take place instructionally in the classrooms (Letihwood & Jantzi, 2006; Sergiovanni, 
2006). Mr. Stone is addressing the tension in leadership between control and accountability or as 
practicing principals and administrators may call the control and release factor of leadership.  
Teacher leadership and empowerment are important and impactful in former research 
studies. This is also an area for future investigation and can impact schools in many ways. Marks 
and Printy (2003) show that instructional leadership, when used in an integrated approach, can 
itself create teacher empowerment and teacher leadership. The data at Red Laurel Middle School 
points to some evidence of this type of leadership in focusing on literacy strategies and literate 
practices in a middle school. As their research shows: “when teachers perceive principals 
instructional leadership behaviors as appropriate, they grow in commitment and professional 
involvement” (Marks & Printy, 2003, p. 393).    
Former research suggests that combining teacher leadership with a focus on instructional 
leadership is important in building a focus on literacy in schools (Marks & Printy, 2003). 
Teacher empowerment and leadership intersects in both research on educational leadership and 
literacy leadership (Leithwood & Beatty, 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2012 ;Marks & Printy, 
2003; Sergiovanni, 2007). While this was not something that was expected to be observed in the 
original case study, it has lasting impacts not only in research on literacy leadership, but in 
leadership in general, particularly in cultural leadership and using human capital to build and 
sustain a school culture.  
The four teachers selected in this study respond to Mr. Stone’s leadership and perceive it 






showed some level of disconnection when compared to the other three teachers, still expressed 
what she how she felt his leadership was effective. The checklist of the twelve literacy strategies 
and focus items derived from Mr. Stone’s focus on literacy was used during observations to 
check for how often these were actually being used in the classroom. The findings show that the 
teachers use strategies very often – particularly small group instruction, anchor charts, and 
informational text usage. The findings also show a high use of literacy strategies during content 
area instruction as well as during the literacy block. Teachers use the literacy block time in the 
schedule to create an opportunity for lower performing students to build their skills in literacy 
and to grow as well as for other students to receive enrichment or other literacy needs on their 
individual levels. There are opportunities for movement within the literacy block to a higher 
level if a student is growing or has become stagnant. This shows planning and literacy 
management systems in place at Red Laurel Middle School. There is also clear evidence of 
professional development, support, and feedback during this class time. This is done not only by 
Ms. Pink, the literacy coach, but also by Mr. Stone himself. This is evidence that Mr. Stone’s 
leadership influences literacy not only by creating a focus and a team to develop ideas, but he 
also follows through with professional development centered around that focus. Sergiovanni 
(1987) states about instructional leadership that principals who emphasize learning and 
instructional practices will increase student achievement as a result, and likewise, a principal 
who is an instructional leader uses professional development, coaching, modeling, and renewal 
models to monitor the instruction taking place within the school (p. 269-275).  
The use of external or community leadership and a clear, written vision or literacy plan 
were completely missing as evidence in this case study, though research suggests that these are 






former research in both educational and literacy leadership. It is interesting to note that although 
there wasn’t a clearly articulated plan written out, teachers focused on the literacy strategies and 
literate practices in class that Mr. Stone set forth. This is more evidence of the cultural 
expectations, customs, common languages, and values that were expressed by both the teachers 
and the principal.  
While all of the findings here are not new strategies, they are backed by research in 
literacy and educational leadership (Conley, 1989; Irvin, Meltzer, & Duke, 2007; Hall, Burns & 
Edwards, 2011; Dowell, Bickmore, & Hoewing, 2012). Often in the complex job of the principal 
today, he or she does not share these responsibilities or follow through on all aspects of 
instruction. Principals do not always deliver their own professional development and become as 
hands-on as Mr. Stone with instruction within their schools. This may be because of a lack of 
knowledge around the area, or it could be because of a lack of time. In my own personal 
experience as an administrator, this type of leadership is more rare than it is common. The 
findings in this study show that Mr. Stone may not be the typical principal, but he is working 
within his capacity to build a school culture around literacy strategies and literate practices while 
using instructional and distributive leadership. He is walking the walk of what he expects and 
modeling the instruction that he wants to focus on, instead of just talking about instruction.      
Significance 
 The findings from this case study have implications for both aspiring and practicing 
principals. They have direct impacts for middle school principals who wish to focus on literacy 
instruction or who wish to use an instructional approach or instructional best practices at their 
school. Since so much of our world depends upon literacy and quality teacher instruction, how 






This study further suggests that principals do have an impact on teacher instruction, which can 
then impact student achievement.  
 The findings also have a significant value on instructional, distributive, and cultural 
principal leadership particularly in the areas of teacher leadership. The use of distributive 
leadership is valued because it gives teachers power and lets teachers become leaders. In this 
way, principals are not using top-down methods of leadership, but are working collaboratively. 
This has significance to other studies on school culture, instructional leadership, and literacy 
leadership. As a whole, the study shows how a literacy leadership framework can be 
implemented based on prior research such as Dowell, Bickmore, and Hoewing (2012), and it 
builds upon that literacy leadership framework by adding elements of the impact of instructional 
and distributive leadership.  
 The findings also provide a case basis and examples of detailed literacy strategies and 
literate practices that are currently being used at this middle school, and there is little research 
around middle school literacy leadership. This study provides detailed examples of what can be 
done in a middle school setting from one specific case. It also provides guidance on how a 
principal influences literacy instruction and how it is carried out in the classroom by teachers. 
The literacy strategies observed are also backed by other research studies in literary leadership.  
Implications 
 This study has implications in several areas. One of the main implications is focused on 
how to train instructional and distributive principals in leadership programs and how to build a 
school culture around that instruction. In particular, how to focus on using instructional and 
distributive leadership to form the school culture. This has lasting implications across different 






 There are implications of how middle school literacy strategies and literate practices are 
delivered. Since literacy is not often a focus at middle schools but is recently starting to become 
more prevalent, the process of setting up a literacy program in a middle school can be replicated 
from this research. Elements of the literacy leadership can be used in other middle school focus 
areas such as professional development, implementing best practices, and developing school 
structures to support literacy strategies and literate practices. The lens and framework suggested 
can help principals and school leaders create a focus on literacy instruction. Although not the 
focus of the study, the findings show that there are literacy strategies used at Red Laurel Middle 
School that can also be used in all content areas. This study adds to the depth of knowledge 
around best practices for literacy instruction and literate practices with specific regards to school 
structures and systems to support school literacy.   
Limitations 
 Some of the limitations of this study are that this case study was done at one particular 
school over one part of the school year. If the study was completed over longer periods of time, 
such as two to five years, the results would be more comprehensive and spark other areas for 
more research. Since the study takes place at this one location, Red Laurel Middle School, the 
results indicate what is happening at this particular school. Other middle schools may have very 
different results due to different cultures, demographics, structures, central offices, or other 
factors happening at other school sites.  
 Another limitation is that this study does not make any causal relationships between Mr. 
Stone and his influence on literacy leadership and student achievement or other factors. This 
study does not show any correlation to student achievement and the principal’s focus on literacy 






The data collected is representative of this particular school and at this particular time. It 
was collected and analyzed by a practicing administrator, which also skews how the data was 
analyzed. If another researcher who was not a practicing administrator conducted this study, the 
results could be somewhat different. Features such as the autocode were used in this research to 
help to limit or control that particular bias. 
 Another limitation is the amount of interviews that were conducted. If there was a larger 
scope of time, the addition of interviews of the entire staff and only a few observations could be 
considered to bring in more data and more perspectives from all teachers. The value of those 
words and feedback from every teacher is relevant as they add more depth to the research. The 
interviews yield richer data and information for this type of question than do observations in 
general; however, observations did add the element of what is actually happening in the 
classroom as opposed to what is said or supposed to be happening in the classroom. Interviewing 
the entire staff would add much more detail to Mr. Stone’s influence on literacy instruction and 
would add a more dynamic and in-depth portrait of the culture at Red Laurel Middle School.  
Future Research 
 Future research on this topic could focus on several areas that came to light during the 
data analysis and collection. There are four specific areas that could be further researched: [1] a 
comparative study of middle school literacy leadership and school culture; [2] the impact of 
school culture and teacher empowerment on teacher motivation; [3] further study on effective 
literacy strategies in middle schools and, specifically, the impact of those strategies on student 
achievement with a focus on what makes or does not make them effective; and [4] more research 
into restorative practices and the impact they have on relationships in middle schools and, 






A comparative study of different middle schools other than Red Laurel Middle School 
could bring about more answers to what could be happening at other locations and at middle 
schools in general. Red Laurel Middle School could be used as a comparison of two to five other 
middle schools using the same or similar methods and research question. This comparative report 
could be effective in different ways. It could yield more powerful results on how different 
principals affect school culture and literacy instruction. It could also impact the different 
structures in place at each school and could impact on the way principals are trained in schools 
of education or leadership programs.  
Often throughout this study, I wondered about how these teacher’s own experiences and 
motivation, or lack thereof, has on their drive and engagement to push students. Most of the 
teachers in this study have quite a bit of experience, and it is interesting to note that they have 
some potential to also be leaders in the building. The area of disconnection with Ms. Grey brings 
about further questions in this area. What connection does experience, engagement, and 
motivation have on school culture and, likewise, what impact does school culture have on that 
motivation?  
A possible future study could focus on how principals can affect or impact that 
motivation in both experienced and inexperienced teachers. Often in education, we think that 
more experienced teachers are not as motivated, or they may be burnt out, or there may be other 
things that they are focused on – but that was not necessarily the case in talking to these teachers. 
It made me wonder as the researcher and as a current practitioner how to keep and retain teachers 
who want to impact all students for the best and who truly believe that. Do principals have a role 
in motivating or keeping teaches motivated? And if so, how does this happen at different 






Another impact of this study is that it revealed what is happening in the classroom in 
terms of literacy strategies and literate practices. There is an opportunity here to add even more 
detail of how literacy can be structured for a middle school focus and for success across the 
content areas. This could lend valuable for training teachers and leaders alike in teacher 
preparation programs and school leader programs at institutions of higher learning. A sampling 
of several middle schools who are focusing on literacy from across the state or several states 
could produce some tangible strategies that teachers and principals can use in their building. 
Another study could make correlations to the impact on student achievement.  
Red Laurel Middle School is showing gains in proficiency scores on the NC EOG test 
scores, and the teacher working condition survey indicate that teachers are happy to work there. , 
Both are above the state and district average. They are almost at a B school this year and started 
at a D over five years ago. The school is also in the top 15% in growth across the state of North 
Carolina (NC School Report Card). Ms. May, Ms. April, and Ms. Pink all indicated that they felt 
the school was on the right track and that something is working correctly. They felt as though 
this positive trend was a combination of several things, with the implementation of the literacy 
block as being one of the most important. During interviews and observations, they indicated that 
they have had this discussions around the data from the school; although it was not easy to 
pinpoint just one strategy that was working well, it was clear that whatever was happening was 
positive and that there was a clear sense of collaboration. It was not the scope of this study to 
determine, but it would be interesting to study how all of the strategies and structures that Mr. 
Stone has put in place – not just in terms or literacy, but overall school culture – has or has not 






principals would be interested in this information as would institutions that seek to train 
principals and school administrators.  
Although restorative practices were not part of the research question for this case study, 
they did come up in some conversations. Knowing the importance of relationships in the middle 
school setting, research on the impacts of restorative practices on culture, relationships, and 
student achievement could be very powerful for all middle schools. It is not directly related to 
this research, but it does relate in that the principal specifically said that he wanted to work and 
focus on relationships and the belief that all students can succeed no matter who they are. This 
focus of restorative practices has the potential to provide more research around the relationships 
in classrooms and between students and teachers. Further research around the impacts of 






















I am a candidate to receive an Ed.D. in Educational Leadership from the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill.  I am conducting a case study of the principal’s vision for literacy in a middle 
school setting.  Your school was selected to be used in this case study.   
I need your help in conducting this case study. This survey will be utilized to assess which three 
teachers will be selected to interview and observe throughout this school year.  I estimate it will take 
about fifteen minutes for you to complete this survey.  This should not interfere with your instructional 
time. I have obtained the approval of your school district and principal to administer this survey and 
conduct the case study.  All correspondents will be kept anonymous and any selected teachers or staff 
members will not be identified to your district, your principal, or in any written results for this case study.   
Please answer the questions as they pertain to your school and your perceptions only. Your 
responses are completely confidential. Your school name is on the survey only as it relates to the 
questions.  It will not be used in any reports, analyses, or final written, dissertation.  Everyone, including 
the school, will be kept anonymous.   
Thank you for your input and your time.  
 
Please select the appropriate answer for each question.  Choose only one response.   
1. How many total years have you been teaching or in education? 
A. 1-5 years 
B. 6-10 years 
C. 11-15 years 
D. More than 15 years 
 
2. How many years have you been at Red Laurel Middle School?  
A.  Less than a year  
B. 1-3 years  
C. 4-6 years  
D. Longer than 6 years 
 
Please choose from one of the following choices, strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree, 
or not sure for the rest of the survey questions.  




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 









Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 









Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 




Strongly Disagree  
Not Sure   
 
Please provide brief responses to the following questions:  
16.  Describe your principal’s leadership style.  
 
17. Please provide your experiences in working with literacy instruction and literacy vision at Red 
Laurel Middle School.  
 
18. I am attempting to identify key components of middle school literacy vision implemented by the 
school principal.  Please provide any other information that would help me as the researcher to 
gather more information about Red Laurel Middle School’s literacy vision and the principal’s 









Field Notes Example Form for Principal Observations 
Observation #1 
Place:  Faculty Meeting                                                                             
Date:  8/20/2015 
Time:  3:30 – 4:45 
Person Observed:  Principal   / Teachers  / Staff                                                                  




This side is used to describe what is happening in 








This side will be used for 
insights, hunches, and other 
thoughts.   Can also add 
questions that may need to be 
followed up on with the 





 Possible examples from the 





□ content area literacy 
strategies  
□ small group instruction  
□ Lucy Calkins strategies  
□ grade level alignment   
□ vertical alignment   
□ writing process  
□ text usage (informational)  
□ anchor charts  
□ skill sets/development   
□ consistency    
□ clear evidence of literacy 
vision  
     □ direct connection  


















APPENDIX C  
 
Observation Example Form for Teacher Observations  
 
Observation # 1 
Place:  Classroom, Period 3  
Date:  9/10/2015 
Time:  10:15—11:15 
Person Observed:  Teachers  
Checklist Notes  
Possible examples from the interview with 




□ content area literacy strategies  
□ small group instruction  
□ Lucy Calkins strategies  
□ grade level alignment   
□ vertical alignment   
□ writing process  
□ text usage (informational)  
□ anchor charts  
□ skill sets/development   
□ consistency    
□ clear evidence of literacy vision  
     □ direct connection  
     □ indirect connection  
 
This section will be used to take any anecdotal notes about 
observations or connections that may need to be added or 


















Principal Interview Question Stems – Initial Interview 
• Tell me about yourself and your experiences?   
o Your background, where raised, etc.     
o Collegial / personal / work experiences   
• Describe the school culture at __________ Middle School?  
o How is it organized?  
o Is it collaborative?  How so?  
o In one word, what is the focus of your school’s culture?  
• What factors influence your leadership style?  
o College / theoretical / race / gender / sexuality / experiences, etc. 
o Why do you think these are factors that influence your style?  
• How do you influence school culture?  
o What things do you do / procedures / methods / theoretical stances, etc.  
o How do you know that these affect school culture?    
o Was the culture established by you or someone else?  
• What is your vision for literacy in ___________ Middle School?  
o How did that come about 
• How do you define literacy?  
o Where does that definition come from 
o Who influenced this 
• What is your experience in regards to literacy and literacy instruction?  
o How does that influence your role now as a principal?  
• What do you see as the most important aspect of literacy instruction?  
o Where does that come from  
• In what ways have you implanted the literacy plan?  
o Explain/ what does that mean/ provide details  
• How do you feel that the plan is interpreted by teacher?  
o How do you know it is interpreted that way  
o What tells you that?  
• What is the teacher’s role in the literacy plan?  
o Describe / explain / give details / what does that mean?  
• How do/did you write your school’s literacy plan?  
o Is this a team effort? 
o Who is on team?  
o When was it written?  
o Why does it have the format it does?  







o End results?  
• How do you use collaborate with your school teachers to implement the literacy or 
school improvement plan?  
o Include all teachers? Some? 
o Which ones?   
• Do your plan(s) involve professional development?  
o What type(s) of prof. development / for who is the professional development 
intended 
o Why does it involve professional development  
• How do you feel that teacher’s perceptions of students influence their teaching?  
o Why do you feel this way?  
o What has led you to believe this?  
• How do you think that your leadership is interpreted by teachers?  
o How do you know?  
o What makes you feel that way?   
• Do you feel that the teacher’s interpretations are important in regards to your 
leadership?  
o Why or why not?  
o Do you have an example of a time when interpretations were important?  
• In what ways is community / parent involvement used in your school?  
o Who is a part of this involvement? 
















APPENDIX E  
Teacher Interview Question Stems – Initial Interview  
• Tell me about yourself and your experiences?   
o Your background, where raised, etc.     
o Collegial / personal / work experiences   
• Describe the school culture at __________ Middle School?  
o How is it organized?  
o Is it collaborative?  How so?  
o In one word, what is the focus of your school’s culture?  
• What factors influence your teaching and teaching style?  
o College / theoretical / race / gender / sexuality / experiences, etc. 
o Why do you think these are factors that influence your style?  
• How do you influence school culture?  
o What things do you do / procedures / methods / theoretical stances, etc.  
o How do you know that these affect school culture?    
o Was the culture established by you or someone else?  
• Describe your understanding of the vision for literacy in ___________ Middle 
School?  
o Why do you say that?  
o In what ways have you seen this in the school?  
• How do you define literacy?  
o Where does that definition come from 
o Who influenced this 
• What is your experience in regards to literacy and literacy instruction?  
o How does that influence your role now as a principal?  
• What do you see as the most important aspect of literacy instruction?  
o Where does that come from  
• In what ways have you implanted the literacy plan?  
o Explain/ what does that mean/ provide details  
• How do you feel that the plan is interpreted by teacher?  
o How do you know it is interpreted that way  
o What tells you that?  
• What is the teachers role in the literacy plan?  
o Describe / explain / give details / What does that mean?  
• Describe your principal’s leadership style.  
o What makes you say this?  
o Can you give an example of an instance of this leadership type?   
• Do you feel that the principal is effective?  Describe to me why?  






• Describe your principal’s overall effectiveness as a literacy leader.  
o Why do you feel this way?  
o What has happened, an example, that shows you he or she is not or is effective 
as literacy leader?  
• Describe your role in the school’s literacy plan and instruction.  
o Why do you think you are an important or not important piece?  
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Principal Interview Question Stems – Second Interview 
• Tell me about how you think the year is going thus far?  
o How is the literacy vision or plan working thus far, you feel?  
o What makes you say that?  
• What role does central office play in this literacy work?  
o Are they supportive?  
o Do they provide professional development or other things?  
• Tell me about the classroom libraries that I observed.  
o Where did they come from?  
o Are they an expectation?  
o Who provided them?  
o How often are they used?  
• Tell me about the Restorative Justice you are using this year.  
o How is that going?  
o Do you think it is helping with the relationships?  
• I noticed lots of anchor charts in every classroom. How are those used?  
o Can you tell me more about those? How they are created, expected to be used, 
etc.  
• I noticed that pretty much every classroom has u-shaped tables in them.  
o Are these an expectation that they are used?  
o What are they used for?  
o How do you know they are used for that?  
o And, tell me more about them.  
• How do you as a principal help the most struggling teacher in your building?  
o Can you give me examples without using names, of course?  
• What do you do if you feel that a teacher is just not following through?  
• How do you support all teachers?  
o The most successful?  
o The most struggling, etc.  
• If you could describe this school year so far in one word, what would it be?  
• How did you all do last year on the standardized tests?  
o How do you think you all will do this year?  
o Tell me about this.  
• If you could ask central office for one thing more, what would it be?  








Teacher Interview Question Stems – Second Interview  
• Tell me about how you plan your lessons?  
o What data do you use?  
o How is literacy involved?   
• Tell me a little about that activity I saw where students rotated to different stations to 
work on math problems.  
• (Teacher A): I noticed the dioramas that were used for the animal or plant cells. Tell 
me about that project?  
o Did it involve any nonfiction texts?  
o Did it involve any anchor charts?  
• (Teacher C, D, B, and A): I noticed anchor charts on your walls; how do you use 
those in instruction or planning?  
• How well do you think that your grade level plans together?  
• How well does your department plan together?  
• (Teacher D): Describe what is meant by the “huddle” you referred to in the class?  
o How often is that used?  
o How do you feel about it?  
o Is it successful?  
• How many times per a week do you see the principal?  
• What does he do when he comes to your class?  
o Can you give me an example?  
o What specific feedback does he give, if any?  
• How often do you see the literacy coach?  
o Can you give me an example?  
o What does she do when she comes to the classroom?  
o What feedback does she give specifically?  
• How often do you interact with the principal?  
• How often do you use small group instruction?  
o Can you give me examples of the different ways you have used small group 
instruction?  
• How often do you use Lucy Calkins strategies in your class?  
o Can you give me an example of the different ways you have used Lucy 
Calkins strategies?  
• How do you feel about using the literacy instruction in your class?  
• Do you feel supported at this school?  
o In what ways, specifically does the principal and/or literacy coach support 
you?  








Principal Interview Question Stems – Final Interview 
• How do you feel about the literacy roll out?  
o How is the literacy vision or plan working thus far, you feel?  
o What makes you say that?  
• If you could describe the plan in one word, what would it be?  
o What makes you say that?   
• How do you foresee this year’s test scores?  
o Why do you think that will be?  
• Tell me about your vision for the next year that you are aware of now.  
o What do you plan to do with the literacy steps?  
o Will you branch into the other content areas with more of the strategies from 
Lucy Calkins or other stuff?  
• If you could change one thing about this year, what would it be?  
o What makes you say that?  
• In the beginning of the year, you also talked about the importance of relationships 
with students. How is that going?  
o Do you still see this as a strong need?  
o How do you plan to use that in the upcoming or remainder of the school year?  
• If you could change one thing about your leadership, what would that be?  
o Can you explain why that is?  
• If you wanted the general public to know something about the literacy plan here, what 
would that be?  
o Can you explain why that is?  













APPENDIX I  
 
Teacher Interview Question Stems– Final Interview  
• Tell me about how you feel that literacy is important in your own classroom?  
o What makes you say that?  
o Can you give an example?  
• If you could use one word to describe the literacy plan right now as the year has gone, 
what would that be?  
o Why do you say that?  
• Going forward, do you think that you will use more literacy in your content area?  
o What makes you say that?  
o Can you give an example?  
• How would you rate your principal’s leadership this year?  
o Can you explain and give examples?  
• Would you describe his leadership as more distributive or as more instructional?  
o And what makes you say that?  
o Can you give an example of what you mean by each?  
• Do you feel that you are connected to the culture here?  
o What makes you say that?  
• In what ways, do you think that the school has effectively implemented literacy?  
o Can you describe why?  
• In what ways, do you think that the school has not effectively implanted literacy?  
o Can you describe why?  


















Codebook from Data Collection  
Name Description Files References 
action notes References to feedback for teachers and their 
action notes from either Mr. Stone or Ms. Pink. 
1 4 
actions notes  1 4 
alignment References to alignment of both grade level and 
content level at Red Laurel Middle School. 
7 18 
□ grade level 
alignment 
 7 7 
vertical alignment □  7 10 
vertical alignment 
meeting 
 1 1 
assessment The use of assessment in the classroom or 
references to planning for and creating 
assessments for students. 
1 4 
assessment tools  1 1 
initial assessment  1 3 
books Direct references to books that are used in the 
classroom for reading and/or instruction. 
1 3 
book exchange  1 1 
good books  1 1 
relevant books  1 1 
citizens References to citizens in dialogue or planning 
documents. 
1 3 
global citizens  1 2 
resourceful citizens  1 1 








Name Description Files References 
aggregated classroom 
observation data 
 1 1 
classroom instruction  1 2 
classroom setting  1 1 
coach References to instructional coaches in the 
building and their roles. For example, the 
literacy coach, the digital learning coach, the 
AVID coach, etc. This does not refer to sports 
coaches. 
7 14 
avid coach  1 1 
coach collaborative 
literacy sessions 
 1 1 
digital learning coach  1 1 
instructional coach  1 1 
instructional coach 
leader 
 1 2 
instructional leader  1 2 
literacy coach  5 5 
math coach  1 1 
connection Any references to how students or teacher 
connect to the content or instruction in the 
classroom. 
7 18 
connection story  1 1 
direct connection  7 7 
indirect connection  7 7 
interesting connection  1 1 
personal connection  1 1 
science connections  1 1 
content Any references to the content level strategies or 
use of content discussion. For example, science, 
social studies, math, or other content areas that 







Name Description Files References 
□ content area literacy 
strategies 
 7 10 
8th grade math 
content 
 1 2 
books  1 3 
book exchange  1 1 
good books  1 1 
relevant books  1 1 
content area  3 5 
content grade level  1 2 
content skills  1 1 
core classes  1 1 
department chairs  1 1 
focus area  1 1 
huddle area  1 1 
math groups  1 1 
math stuff  1 1 
math teachers  1 1 
math test  1 1 
middle school science  1 2 
nonfiction content  1 1 
science class  2 2 
science lesson 
planning 
 1 2 
science meeting 
yesterday 
 1 1 
science thing  1 1 
social studies  2 2 






Name Description Files References 
social studies classes  1 2 
social studies content  1 2 
social studies 
curriculum 
 1 1 
social studies 
department 
 1 1 
social studies teacher  2 4 
specific level  1 1 
whole class  1 1 
whole department  1 1 
whole science 
department 
 1 1 
culture Any references to school culture planning, 
building, atmosphere, climate, etc. This does not 
refer to cultural experiences of students or staff, 
only school climate and culture. 
7 29 
admin changes  1 1 
building relationships  1 1 
culture change  1 1 
elementary school  1 1 
lighthearted 
relationship 
 1 1 
literacy culture  2 2 
middle school  1 1 
middle school level  1 1 
middle school science  1 2 
middle school teacher  1 1 
open door  1 2 
open door  1 2 






Name Description Files References 
public school system  1 1 
relationship piece  1 1 
school care  1 1 
school culture  2 4 
school improvement  1 1 
school level  1 2 
school performance 
data 
 1 1 
school plan  1 1 
whole school  1 1 
curriculum Use of strategies that relate directly to 





 1 2 
social studies 
curriculum 
 1 1 
data Any use of data to make decisions, plans, or 





 1 1 
aggregated classroom 
observation data 
 1 1 
assessment data  1 1 
data analysis  2 2 
data discussion  1 1 
data protocol  1 1 
lesson planning data  1 1 
school performance 
data 






Name Description Files References 
student data  1 1 
effective practice References to effective instructional techniques 
or other strategies in the building. 
1 5 
effective practice  1 5 
effort The use of work or effort as it relates to either 
the literacy plan or instruction generally. 
2 2 
ongoing effort  1 1 
top effort  1 1 
engaging Any references to the level of engagement a 
student has in a class or situation. 
1 4 
effective engagement  1 1 
engaging learning 
opportunities 
 1 2 
learning environment  1 1 
enrichment In reference to the literacy block or enrichment 
block that happens in the morning every day at 
Red Laurel Middle School. Teachers and 
principal often refer to it as the enrichment time 
or block. 
8 14 
class time  1 2 
enrichment black  1 1 
enrichment block  1 1 
enrichment period  4 4 
enrichment standpoint  1 1 
enrichment time  3 4 
remedial classes  1 1 
feedback Feedback means that is provided by either Mr. 
Stone or Ms. Pink. 
1 4 
constructive feedback  1 2 
explicit feedback  1 1 






Name Description Files References 
grade References to grade level planning, grade level 
content, and anything that is organized by grade 
level. 
14 30 
□ grade level 
alignment 
 7 7 
8th grade  3 3 
8th grade math 
content 
 1 2 
content grade level  1 2 
different grade date  2 2 
grade level  3 6 
grade units  1 1 
middle school level  1 1 
school date  3 3 
seventh grade 
administrator 
 1 1 
specific level  1 1 
white school  1 1 
individual needs Relationship to discussing the needs of 
particular studnets. 
1 3 
individual needs  1 3 
instruction Referencds to instruciton that is happening in 




 1 1 
classroom instruction  1 2 
evidence-based 
instruction 
 1 2 
instructional 
excellence 






Name Description Files References 
small group 
instruction goals 
 1 1 
instructional leadership 
team 
References to the team created by Mr. Stone for 





 1 2 
instructional teams  1 1 
professional team  1 1 
team building  1 1 
team structure  1 1 
leadership When leadership is discussed in direct roles as it 
relates to Mr. Stone. 
12 42 
central office play  1 2 
complete control  1 1 
control thing  1 1 
current role  1 1 
distributive leader  1 1 
early release days  1 1 
educational leadership  1 1 
gradual release  1 1 
great principal  1 2 
instructional leader  1 1 
instructional 
leadership team 
 1 2 
leadership roles  1 2 
leadership slash  1 1 
leadership style  3 5 






Name Description Files References 
literacy coach role  1 2 
literacy leadership  1 1 
literacy play  1 1 
overall leadership  1 1 
professional 
development 
 5 7 
professional 
development needs 
 1 1 
releasing 
responsibility 
 1 1 
staff development  1 1 
switched roles  1 1 
vs servant leadership  1 1 
literacy References to literacy planning, instruction, 
vision, work, or otherwise. 
20 54 
□ content area literacy 
strategies 
 7 10 
coach collaborative 
literacy sessions 
 1 1 
current coach  1 1 
literacy approach  2 2 
literacy block  4 5 
literacy coach  4 4 
literacy coach role  1 2 
literacy content 
specialist 
 1 1 
literacy culture  2 2 
literacy design  1 1 
literacy leadership  1 1 






Name Description Files References 
literacy play  1 1 
literacy strategy  1 2 
literacy support  1 1 
literacy things  1 1 
literacy vision  7 7 
literacy work  1 1 
math literacy terms  1 1 
providing literacy 
support 
 1 1 
regarding literacy  1 1 
sto literacy  1 1 
used literacy  1 1 
viewed literacy  1 1 
writing literacy  1 1 
monitoring References to the monitoring of instruction from 





 1 1 
capacity monitoring 
instruction 
 1 1 
principal monitors 
curriculum 
 1 2 
needs References to teacher needs and school needs 
as a whole. 
1 7 
individual needs  1 3 
intellectual needs  1 1 
meeting student 
needs 
 1 2 
professional 
development needs 






Name Description Files References 
notes Any references to the use of notes in instruction. 1 6 
actions notes  1 4 
behavior protocol 
notes 
 1 1 
ready skills notes  1 1 
people Referencs to human capital or human resource 
such as hiring or planning to place people in 
certain positions. 
1 2 
hiring people  1 1 
using people  1 1 
planning Refers to planning on school level as well as 
classroom level. References to teacher and 
principal planning for instruction. 
7 17 
instructional planning  1 1 
lesson planning  2 2 
lesson planning data  1 1 
literacy plan  1 2 
mini lessons  2 4 
ongoing plans  1 1 
on-going plans  1 1 
planning process  1 1 
school plan  1 1 
science lesson 
planning 
 1 2 
support plans  1 1 
problems Any references to the word problems as it could 
relate to student problems or teacher 
instrctuional problems. 
2 4 
actual problems  1 1 






Name Description Files References 
social problems  1 1 
societal problem  1 1 
program References to the word program as it relates to 




 1 2 
transition program  1 1 
restorative practices Any discussion or references to restorative 
justice, practices, or circles. 
3 7 
restorative circles  1 1 
restorative justice 
approach 
 1 2 
restorative practices 
curriculum 
 1 2 
skill development Any reference to literacy skills or specific 
strategies used or discussed. For example, 
writing process, 21st century, reading, 
informational text, etc., are all examples of skills 
referenced. 
20 56 
□ text usage  7 7 
21st century skills  1 1 
anchor charts  2 7 
building vocabulary  1 1 
certified reading 
specialist 
 1 1 
content skills  1 1 
creative writing  1 1 
creative writing 
program 
 1 1 
critical thinking skills  2 3 






Name Description Files References 
different vocabulary  1 1 
hard time reading  1 1 
incorporating writing  1 1 
individual text  1 1 
informational text  1 1 
interactive notebooks  1 2 
loved writing  1 1 
mini lessons  2 4 
nonfiction text  1 1 
previous reading  1 1 
reading aso  1 1 
reading assessment  1 1 
reading level  1 1 
reading literate  1 1 
reading teacher  1 1 
skill development  1 1 
skill set  1 1 
skill work  1 1 
teaching kids skills  1 1 
text complexity  1 4 
using writing  1 1 
writing process  1 1 
writing project  1 1 
writing record  1 1 
writing workshop  1 1 
small group instruction Any reference to small group instruction 
specifically. This is in connection to skills, but 







Name Description Files References 
Includes the use of in class or the lack of the use 
of in classrooms. 
bubble group  1 1 
bubble kids  1 1 
emotional groups  1 1 
kid home  1 1 
math groups  1 1 
small group 
instruction 
 4 8 
small group 
instruction piece 
 1 1 
small groups  1 1 
teaching kids skills  1 1 
student The use of student and how planning or 





 1 1 
diverse students  1 2 
individual student 
growth 
 1 1 
meeting student 
needs 
 1 2 
meeting students  1 1 
risk students  1 1 
specific student  1 1 
student data  1 1 
student progress  1 1 
student transitions  1 2 






Name Description Files References 
support Any references to instructional support for 
students and teachers. 
2 7 
additional support  1 1 
alignment student 
support services 
 1 1 
extra support  1 1 
individual support  1 1 
providing literacy 
support 
 1 1 
providing transition 
support 
 1 1 
tiered behavior 
support 
 1 1 
system References to an organization or structure, not 
in reference to classroom systems or the system 
for filing. For example, public school systems, 





 1 1 
instructional system  1 2 
public school system  1 1 
teacher Any reference or use of the word teacher to 
discuss their role, instructional impact, or 
strategies used in the classroom. 
11 28 
asked teachers  1 1 
core teachers  2 2 
different teacher  1 1 
excellent teacher  1 1 
experienced teachers  1 1 
exploratory teachers  2 3 






Name Description Files References 
inclusion teacher  1 1 
math teachers  1 1 
middle school teacher  1 1 
reading teacher  1 1 
social studies teacher  2 4 
struggling teacher  1 1 
teacher talk time  1 1 
teacher workdays  1 1 
teaching delivery  1 1 
teaching kids skills  1 1 
teaching others  1 1 
teaching point  1 1 
teaching style  1 1 
teaching things  1 1 
visual teacher  1 1 
time References to the use of different times in the 
school day at Red Laurel Middle School, such as 
literacy time, teacher talk time, enrichment 
time, etc. This does not refer to how much time 
or the general concept of time. 
2 4 
enrichment time  1 1 
meeting time  1 1 
student talk time  1 1 
teacher talk time  1 1 
transitions Any reference to student transitions and aid in 





 1 1 






Name Description Files References 
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